Mississippi State University

Scholars Junction
SSRC History

Social Science Research Center

1-1-2010

Social Science Research Center: Sixty Years of Commitment to
Innovation & Excellence
Jennifer Puhr

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ssrc-history

Recommended Citation
Puhr, Jennifer, "Social Science Research Center: Sixty Years of Commitment to Innovation & Excellence"
(2010). SSRC History. 2.
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ssrc-history/2

This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Social Science Research Center at Scholars Junction.
It has been accepted for inclusion in SSRC History by an authorized administrator of Scholars Junction. For more
information, please contact scholcomm@msstate.libanswers.com.

Mississippi State University

Social Science
Research Center

Sixty Years

of

Commitment

Innovation

to

& Excellence

Printed

by

Creasey Printing Services, Inc.
2700 W. Lawrence Ave., Suite H
Springfield, IL 62704

A Note From

the

Editor

Two years ago, I began working at the SSRC.  I will always
remember the day our Director, Dr. Art Cosby, offered me this
job.  I first met Dr. Cosby on a trip to Italy with MSU’s
Shackouls Honors College.  Five months later, I ran into him at
a ceremony honoring a delegation of students from the
University of Catania.  Dr. Cosby asked me about my field of
study, and I told him I was ultimately interested in becoming
an editor.  He replied, “Well how do you feel about editing a
book for me?”  I was stunned.  First, I had no idea what the
SSRC was.  Second, I was a sophomore in college.  I found
myself thinking, “Am I really qualified for this?”  Now here I
am, two years later, with much more knowledge about editing,
publishing, and design than I ever thought possible.  In many
ways, that is the magic of the Center.  It is not only a source of
excellent work, it is also a place where staff and students are
allowed and constantly challenged to learn and grow.  
I am grateful for all of the opportunities that this position
has afforded me.  Working at the SSRC gave me an education
that I could not have attained in the classroom.  For this
reason, the SSRC will always hold a special place in my heart.
This opportunity would not have been possible for me
were it not for the guidance of Dr. Cosby.  Dr. Cosby put me in
charge of a project that I wasn’t even sure I could do, yet with
his unwavering support, I  am putting the finishing touches on
a 224-page book that I designed myself.  Thank you, Dr. Cosby,
for all that you do to enhance the educational experiences of
undergraduates and, really, every person around you.  
There are so many people to thank.  To everyone who
wrote a chapter, read an edit, reviewed a layout, or calmed me
down when I was panicked about deadlines, thank you.  I will
be forever grateful.  
As you read the stories within these pages, I hope you will
see just how special the SSRC is.  The SSRC makes a difference.  
For sixty years, the SSRC has been producing quality research
and quality people.  I will never forget my time here.
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Note
The Social Science Research Center: 60 Years of
Commitment to Innovation and Excellence is a
collection of recollections and stories from
individuals who worked in the SSRC during its
sixty-year history.  The accounts included in this
publication are personal memories and personal
interpretations of events and people that may be
unrecorded and state the opinions and
recollections of the individual chapter authors
only.  The views expressed herein are those of the
authors, and no official endorsement by the Social
Science Research Center is intended or should be
inferred.
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This edition shares the story of the Social Science Research Center, as told by those who
know it best - the research fellows, research associates, research assistants, support staff,
graduate students, and undergraduate students who make the SSRC the thriving research
enterprise it is today.  
The volume contains sixty-three first-person accounts by members of the SSRC who have
worked with us in the last ten years.  These accounts are intentionally personal (some even
humorous) and offer a glimpse into the depth and complexity of our organization.
After sixty years, the Social Science Research Center has much to celebrate.  Please join us in
this celebration by enjoying the stories presented in these pages.  
viii
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“Think of those who have conducted
meaningful research, honed their professional
skills, and have, most importantly, positively
impacted the well-being of society through
their involvement with the Center.”
-Dr. Arthur G. Cosby
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By: Dr. Arthur G. Cosby

Dr. Arthur G. Cosby

Director, SSRC
William L. Giles Distinguished Professor
Fellow, American Association for the
Advancement of Science
Dr. Arthur G. Cosby serves as Director
and Research Fellow at the University’s Social
Science Research Center (SSRC) and as a
Professor of Sociology.  He serves as the MSU
Coordinator for the collaborative doctoral
programs with the University of Catania.  He
has numerous publications and conference
presentations in the area of “public sociology.”  
His research applies social science knowledge
to real-world problems such as health, poverty,
career development, racial disparities, tobacco
control, families/children, and policy studies.  
Dr. Cosby’s current research focuses on
a number of approaches to investigating the
social climate for the improvement of health
and well-being in America. These include
topics such as the social and cultural
dimensions of pain, healthy and unhealthy
places in America, and geographic and racial
disparities.
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The Social Science Research Center will celebrate its 60th
anniversary during 2010.   “The Social Science Research
Center:   Sixty Years of Commitment to Innovation and
Excellence” has been commissioned to commemorate the
people, events, and accomplishments of the Center, with
a special emphasis on the most recent decade.   Under the
editorial leadership of Ms. Jennifer Puhr, a collection of
first-person accounts has been brought together to depict
important events and, more significantly, highlight the many
important personalities whose collective efforts make up
the very essence of this research enterprise.   In this manner,
the people of the SSRC are telling their stories.   The
volume is intentionally personal, since it elicits the feelings,
emotions, and impressions associated with the conduct of
social science research within the SSRC’s environment.   The
collection of first-person stories are supplemented by a series
of photographs and graphics that visually capture who we
are, who we study, and our personal ambitions.   
Over sixty years ago, social scientists at the University began to
meet on a regular basis under the rubric of the social science
round table.   They came from departments across campus
including sociology, history, economics, political science,
and others who had an interest in things of a social science
ilk.   This was a significant event on a campus that had
traditionally emphasized agriculture and engineering.   In
fact, it was an important first step in lifting up the social
sciences as an important campus-wide force to be dealt with.  
Growing out of these early meetings was a desire to develop
a campus organization that could both promote and advance
research in the social science disciplines.   In 1950, the round
table recommended and helped establish the Social Science
Research Center as the first campus-wide research enterprise.  
From this early start, the leadership and scholarship of
John Bettersworth, Harold Kaufman, and their colleagues
set the stage for a strong and viable social science research
presence as part of the very fabric of the university.  Throughout
the years, there have been many peaks and valleys for the
Center.  Whatever the circumstances, it seems that there were
always a sufficient number of talented and committed social
scientists to assure the SSRC’s survival.   Those of us who
presently have that responsibility on our watch share in the

Center’s long traditions, are enthusiastic about the present state of research at the Center,
and are excited about future opportunities.   
The sixtieth anniversary is also a special benchmark for me, since it marks the twentyfifth year that I’ve had the very special honor and privilege of having   the best job on
Mississippi State University’s campus—Director of the Social Science Research Center.  
During the time that I’ve been serving in this role, I’ve had the unusual opportunity of
working with so many wonderfully talented and committed social scientists, students,
and staff, who have collectively developed one of the most significant concentrations
of social science research
activity in the nation.  
Their accomplishments
are impressive.  Each year,
there are forty to forty“The Center, from its very origins over sixty years
five funded research
ago, has emphasized interdisciplinary research.
projects with a combined
annual
operating
It has been a place where scientists from a
budget of approximately
$8 million.   Over fifty
number of disciplines, both on campus and,
SSRC research fellows
importantly, from other institutions can come
provide the intellectual
leadership and direction
together to work on common research problems.”
for the research program.  
They are supported by an
extremely capable cadre
of post-doctoral fellows,
research associates, as
well as graduate and undergraduate research assistants.  Our support staff prides itself on
being among the best, if not the best, on campus.   An overview of our research
portfolio will reveal that our scientists are investigating some of the most important and
fundamental social science research questions of our day.  
The Center, from its very origins over sixty years ago, has emphasized interdisciplinary
research.   It has been a place where scientists from a number of disciplines, both on
campus and, importantly, from other institutions can come together to work on common
research problems.   People from such diverse disciplines as psychology, sociology,
social work, history, business, political science, and public administration have come
together to bring to bear their expertise on a given research problem.   The range of
interdisciplinary involvement continues to expand and often goes beyond the collaboration
only with social sciences.   During the last few years, exciting research endeavors have
included the strong involvement of scholars from agriculture, engineering, medicine,
veterinary medicine, communication, and law.  
Over the years, the Social Science Research Center has also become a place for others to
come conduct research, study, and participate in the special environment of the Center.  
Their presence has not only expanded the capacity of the Center to address research
questions, but also invigorated and stimulated the intellectual dialog
within the Center.   We have welcomed social scientists from throughout the
world to come and study with us.   Over the last ten years, through our programs
with the University of Catania, we have had over 250 Italian professors and
students come to our Center to study social science research methods, conduct
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collaborative research projects, and pursue advanced degrees.   We have also had
numerous post-doctoral fellows who have come to work on specific research projects.  
After Hurricane Katrina, we invited displaced social scientists from the New Orleans
area to study in our Center and were rewarded by having five outstanding professors
relocate to the SSRC
after the storm.   What
a gift it was for us to
benefit
from
their
“Each year, there are forty to forty-five funded
expertise and talents
research projects with a combined annual operating
during that period.  
Also, we have been
budget of approximately $8 million.”
committed to developing
research teams that
transcend
traditional
institutional
barriers.  
Our research proposals routinely include scientists from other Universities,
laboratories, and institutions.  This strategy has greatly expanded the scope, significance,
and reach of our research endeavors.  We have been blessed by having so many wonderful
colleagues throughout our country and the world who have been so generous in agreeing
to work with us.
Over the years, I’ve come to judge the leadership of our university by the amount of time
it takes them to determine that the Social Science Research Center is an exceptional
research enterprise and one of the true strengths of Mississippi State University.   Our
more gifted and insightful leaders quickly learn the value of the Center and take
advantage of our considerable capacity.   Of course, the slower ones take more time.   In
reality, we have benefitted greatly from the fine support from our campus leaders.  Special
recognition should be given to Presidents Drs. Donald Zacharias, Malcolm Portera,
Robert H. Fogelsong, and Mark Keenum for their support of social science research.  Vice
Presidents Marion T. Loftin, Dr. Rodney Foil, Dr. Vance Watson, Dr. Robert Altenkirch,
and Dr. Kirk Schulz have been strong supporters of our research program.  Collectively,
these leaders have set high standards for us to meet and have provided an environment
that afforded us great possibilities and opportunities.
As you enjoy reading the many stories about the Social Science Research Center
included in the sixtieth anniversary volume, please take a moment to consider the
challenges and difficulties of establishing a thriving social science research enterprise over
sixty years ago in a rural deep south state.  Reflect for a moment on the many personalities
of the scientists, students, and administrators whose successes have brought honor
and recognition to our organization.   Think of those who have conducted meaningful
research, honed their professional skills, and have, most importantly, positively impacted
the well-being of society through their involvement with the Center.   For sixty years, it
has been a special place for us.  It is my belief that the Center is in very good hands and
its future is bright.  The current team of scientists, students, and support staff are among
the most talented in the nation.  They are a highly committed and dedicated group who
are ready and able to move social science research forward.  The Social Science Research
Center deserves a special celebration for its sixty years of commitment to innovation and
excellence.   Please join me and my colleagues in that celebration by enjoying the many
stories included in this volume.

4
4

The Social Science Research Center is housed
in The Mississippi Technology Center in the Thad
Cochran Research Park, adjacent to the campus of
Mississippi State University.
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a commitment to

Tradition
“The major objective of the program is to
assist the people of Mississippi in the task of
raising the level of local and community life.”                   
                                                   A-Dr.
John K. Bettersworth
Commitment
to Tradition
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The SSRC’s rise to
national prominence
By: Dr. Ruth Haug
The Social Science Research Center (SSRC) has traveled a long
road in its efforts to serve the state of Mississippi.  In spite of
many bumps along the way, it has come very far and developed
a clear mission, built a national reputation, and achieved
financial stability.   Along the way, it has gained support,
recognition, and respect from researchers at the local and
national level.  Most importantly, it has gained the confidence
of Mississippi’s social and political leaders and their  
counterparts throughout the United States.

Dr. Ruth Haug

Research Fellow, SSRC
Associate Research Professor, SSRC
Dr. Haug’s research is mainly in the
areas of social history and institutional
development. Haug’s dissertation, “From
the Ground Up:   The Institutionalization of
Public Health Administration in Mississippi,”
examines the origins and early years (1877 to
1914) of the Mississippi State Department of
Health.   She served as a research scientist on
the School Nurse Evaluation Component of
the Evaluation of the Mississippi Tobacco Pilot
Program funded by the Mississippi
Department of Health. She directed
the Resource Assessment for Traumatic
Brain Injuries Project funded by the U. S.
Department of Health and Human
Services through the Mississippi Department
of Rehabilitation Services.   She was also part
of the research team formed to conduct the
Family Preservation and Family Support
Services Project funded by the Mississippi
Department of Human Services.   She was
named a John D. Rockefeller Archive Center
Scholar for 2000.  
Dr. Haug retired from the SSRC in 2009.
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The SSRC came to life in the spring of 1950 when the
University (then Mississippi State College) approved its
organizational prospectus.   The men instrumental in the
Center’s formation were Dr. John K. Bettersworth, a historian,
and Dr. Harold F. Kaufman, a sociologist.  These two scholars
knew that Mississippi could benefit from the insights of
social scientists.   As John Bettersworth wrote to Dean R. C.
Weems, “The major objective of the program is to assist the
people of Mississippi in the task of raising the level of local and
community life.”   They sought to “stimulate coordination
and cooperation among the Social Sciences” and to expand
“research, graduate studies, and off-campus extension.” Other
faculty members from disciplines such as history, English,
political science, psychology, and business joined them.
From its conception, the Center’s founders viewed it as a
University-level research institution that could provide a
place for all social scientists on the campus to work together
to address social and economic problems.   Over the years,
this was a challenge because efforts to achieve a broad-based
interdisciplinary research program have faced many obstacles,
which required nimble footwork to overcome.   These
included coordinating extramural funding opportunities,
melding existing faculty members’ research interests, soothing
departmental or collegiate rivalries and personality clashes,
and, of course, the constant university-wide struggle to obtain
operating funds.
For most of its history, sociologists have dominated the
Center’s activities.  At the same time, however, other disciplines,

particularly political science, psychology, and history, have played important roles in
shaping the SSRC.   Indeed, a major key to the Center’s success was the willingness of
diverse faculty members to take the interdisciplinary nature of their work seriously and
the willingness of the university administration to support interdisciplinary studies.  
Beginning in the late 1990s, the Center expanded its interdisciplinary focus to include
off-campus partnerships.   The Center viewed this outreach as essential because the
issues researchers wished to study were so complex that their solutions demanded the
combined resources and insights of researchers from multiple disciplines, professions,
and institutions.  The Center has also embraced
international collaborations, including an
Italian exchange program, and is now developing
similar relationships with Universities in
Croatia and Mexico.   The Center currently has
over fifty active research fellows who come from
various departments and units on campus with
social science components, as well as from other
institutions and organizations.   The Center
continues to follow its practice of involving
both graduate and undergraduate students in its
research projects.
The Center’s tradition of generating important
funding through grants and contracts began
in the early 1950s.   The first grants in support
of the Center’s research efforts came from
the Rockefeller Foundation, the Kellogg
Foundation, and the Tennessee Valley Authority.  
In the 1960s, researchers obtained support
from the National Institute of Mental Health
for work in alcohol education, community
involvement, and mental retardation causes.
Researchers also worked with the Southern
Forest Experiment Station to study attitudes of
forest residents toward forest fire prevention;
the Water Resources Research Institute to
study local action and acceptance of watershed
development; the Mississippi Employment
Security Commission to survey Delta manpower
and poverty; and the Agricultural Development
Council to study rural communication patterns.  
Mississippi State’s current Research Curriculum
Unit started in the SSRC during this time with
a grant to coordinate vocational education
research from the U.S. Office of Education.

Photo courtesy of Dr. William Buchanan

Anne O. Busby presenting a
“Prohibition Referenda” map to A.
Alexander Fanelli in the 1950s.
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The federal and state retrenchments, which began in the 1970s, proved to be a difficult
challenge for both the university and the SSRC.   In 1973, the governor of Mississippi
vetoed funding for the University’s organized research operations, forcing drastic cuts
in research budgets.   The research programs of the SSRC continued to be hampered by
shortages of outside and internal funding until the mid-1980s.   However, in the 1970s,
A. W. Baird expanded his studies to forest fire prevention and human-caused forest fires.  
In 1973, G. O. Windham received the first award for the Mississippi Alcohol Safety
Education Program from the Governor’s Highway Safety Program.  Alcohol education soon
became a major interest of the SSRC, and by 1979-80 three of the Center’s four research
projects were related to alcohol abuse.  The state of Mississippi recognized this work by
designating the SSRC as the administrative agency to oversee the Mississippi Alcohol
Safety Education Program (MASEP).    Other examples of projects valuable to the state
included evaluations of the Choctaw Family Education Project and the effectiveness of
weather warning systems in hurricane prone areas for the National Weather Service in
1974.  Researchers also worked on a master plan for corrections funded by Mississippi’s
Law Enforcement Assistance Administration and conducted site surveys in conjunction
with the Tennessee-Tombigbee Waterway construction.
By the early 1980s, however, the SSRC
had lost its interdisciplinary focus
“Then, in 1985, Dr. Art Cosby, then head
and had become mostly an adjunct of
the sociology department.   In those
of the sociology department, became director
days, it had little success in obtaining
of the SSRC. He engineered a dramatic
outside funding.   Then, in 1985, Dr.
Art Cosby, then head of the sociology
turnaround for the Center.”
department, became director of the
SSRC.   He engineered a dramatic
turnaround for the Center.   By the late
1980s, rural sociology research returned to the Center from its temporary home in
the department of sociology, and, once again, the SSRC reported both to the vice
president for research and to the director of the Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry
Experiment Station.
Up until the mid-1980s, the director mainly determined the Center’s research thrust. He
would develop an idea for potential research projects and then approach possible
project directors and researchers.   Cosby, on the other hand, took a different approach.  
He concentrated his efforts on encouraging and supporting faculty research efforts by
networking with potential grantors and making scientists aware of funding
opportunities.   He also worked to develop an in-house infrastructure designed to
maximize research support by providing a highly-trained professional staff for assistance.  
In addition, he networked with department heads, deans, and vice presidents to be sure
that they realized the support available for their faculty in the Center.  At the same time,
he led by example by maintaining his own active research program.  Under his leadership,
individual scientists and self-organized teams of researchers determined research agendas
and provided the main impetus and direction of funded research projects and the
development of the support infrastructure.
Although it has maintained its multi-disciplinary stance, the move toward reliance on
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faculty-initiated programs has resulted in great changes in the direction of the SSRC.  The
range and number of projects with identifiable budgets has greatly increased, as has the
capability of the research infrastructure.
The oldest and most formal unit in the SSRC is the Mississippi Alcohol Safety Education
Program (MASEP).  This unit can trace its history back to a grant in 1962-65 from the
National Institute of Mental Health to develop a comprehensive community-oriented
alcohol
education
program.   This
interest was revived
in 1973 when Dr.
G. O. Windham
received a grant
from
Mississippi’s
Governor’s Highway
Safety Program “to
intervene in the
problem behavior of
persons who drive
while drinking.”   The
second year’s award
called for the Center
to study interventions
and
causes
of
accidents
related
to drinking and to
suggest measures to
reduce such accidents.  
Eventually, MASEP
became
a
statePhoto courtesy of Special Collections at Mitchell Memorial Library, MSU
mandated program
for first-time DUI
offenders.   Today, it
Dr. Lyell Behr, the first Dean of the College of Arts and
maintains a strong
research
program
Sciences, Dr. Raymond Sollie, and Dr. Harold Kaufman
which works in
(SSRC Director from 1960-1969).
conjunction
with
the operations unit
that organizes classes
throughout the state.
Another step in this direction gave birth to the Wolfgang Frese Survey Research
Laboratory.   Through the efforts of Dr. Frese, this unit conducted its first four
opinion polls in 1982-83.   The Unit for Community and Environmental Studies,
formed by Dr. Duane Gill, concentrates its attention on environmental and
technological disasters, most notably the impact of the Valdez oil spill in Alaska and
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.   In 1997, Dr. Linda Southward’s Family and
Children Research Unit coalesced.   In addition to studying ways to improve children’s
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health care, this unit is the Mississippi coordinator for the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
Mississippi KIDS COUNT Project.   In 2003, the SSRC established the Mississippi
Health Policy Research Center.  Located in Jackson, this unit concentrates on Mississippi’s
health policy issues through research, public forms, and maintenance of health policy data.
As the number of externally funded
research projects grew, research support
groups developed to meet researchers’
“Thus, after almost sixty years,
needs.   The Center now boasts a strong
researchers from many disciplines continue
administrative and research services unit
which provides researchers with personnel,
to work together to study and address social
accounting, proposal preparation, and
problems in the state and nation... Members
project management services.   This
allows project directors to make sound
of the Center’s faculty and staff are proud of
management decisions while devoting the
their first sixty years and look forward to the
bulk of their attention to their research
efforts.   The SSRC also established its
new challenges and opportunities that the
own computer support group to provide
next sixty years will provide.”
scientists with network facilities, data
management support, and technical
support for researchers’ hardware and
software.   It served the needs of scientists
for some twenty years.   Now, much of this work has been moved to Mississippi State’s
Information Technology Services.   Since 1986, the Monitor Laboratory has provided
data management and research facilitation services to SSRC researchers, enhancing their
ability to analyze and visualize complex data sets.
Thus, after almost sixty years, researchers from many disciplines continue to work together
to study and address social problems in the state and nation.   Associated faculty have
trained many students in research methods and contributed to the scholarly atmosphere of
Mississippi State University.  The SSRC takes pride in its interdisciplinary research focus
and its encouragement of imaginative, innovative, and creative research.  Members of the
Center’s faculty and staff are proud of their first sixty years and look forward to the new
challenges and opportunities that the next sixty years will provide.
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Two of the SSRC’s former homes, Lloyd
Ricks/Experiment Station in 1960-1961 (above)
and Lee Hall in the mid 1950s-1960 (below).
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SSRC Support Staff

(Left to Right) R. Alicia Falls, Lori Stubbs, Lisa Moore, Kathy Wooten, Olivia Carol White, and Melinda Hamby
The SSRC support staff is the driving force behind all the research and work the SSRC conducts.   Research
activities at the SSRC would come to a standstill without the invaluable expertise of these talented individuals,
who manage our offices and provide a wide range of administrative support.  This distinguished group assists in
grant preparation, coordinates conferences, schedules meetings, maintains records, and provides accounting
services, from payroll to purchase orders.   A good research entity requires a strong support staff.   Without the
assistance of this outstanding group, the SSRC would not be the research enterprise that it is today.

Enriching lives through
quality support services
R. Alicia Falls, Office Manager, Mississippi Health Policy Research Center (MHPRC)

Ms. Fall’s primary responsibilities as Office Manager include: setting up conferences; handling, planning, and
scheduling meetings; office equipment, facilities, and supplies management; purchasing; and dissemination of
paperwork between the MHPRC, the SSRC, and MSU.   Ms. Falls also coordinates the printing and
distribution of all health-related products produced by researchers in the MHPRC including Health Policy Fact
Sheets, Policy Briefs, Policy Papers, and Maps.

Melinda Hamby, Administrative Assistant I to the Director, SSRC

Bringing over a decade of administrative and managerial experience to her position, Ms. Hamby coordinates
activities and events, both for the Director and for the SSRC as a whole.  In addition to scheduling the daily activities
of the Director, she organizes SSRC meetings and conferences and assists in grant preparations.  Ms. Hamby also
details the travel arrangements of the Director.  

Lisa Moore, Accounting Assistant II, SSRC

Mrs. Moore joined the SSRC in 2007.   Her job duties include keying requisitions, purchase orders, and
payments; and management of telecommunications and inventory.   On occasion, she serves as backup for the
front desk receptionist. Mrs. Moore is proficient in Filemaker Pro, Excel, Word Perfect, and Banner.  She is also
certified in IRB training for Human Subjects Education.

Lori Stubbs, Office Associate, SSRC

Ms. Stubbs maintains the SSRC’s wage payroll, processes cost transfers for postage, mileage, and copier use, makes
reservations for SSRC vehicles, and handles required vehicle maintenance.   She processes paperwork for all
consultants and handles payment of utility bills, both on campus and for the Jackson office.   She also handles
reimbursements for miscellaneous expenditures. In addition, she posts all direct pays and cost transfers into the
internal SSRC accounting system.

Olivia Carol White, Office Associate, SSRC

Ms. White serves as Travel Coordinator for SSRC personnel and related university staff, manages front desk duties, and assists the facilities director.  Her expertise includes posting and reconciling expenditures for over eighty
accounts, processing direct payments and cost transfers, maintaining office key records and assignments for SSRC
staff, and scheduling conferences.  

Kathy H. Wooten, Accounting Assistant III, SSRC   

Ms. Wooten primarily handles the project budget system, account management, data input, maintenance, and
reconciliation of the SSRC network accounting system, which consists of eighty to ninety accounts.  She is also
responsible for Visa distribution, reconciliation, audit management of all SSRC Visa procurement cards, and SSRC
undergraduate assistant supervision.  She is proficient in Banner, Excel, Filemaker, Quattro Pro, and Word Perfect
and has received IRB training.
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Sociologist
or Both?

or

Forester-

By: Dr. Larry Doolittle

Dr. Larry Doolittle

Research Fellow & Research Professor (19872003), MAFES, SSRC
During his time at the SSRC, Dr. Doolittle
served as project director of the Delta Project, an on-going effort to enhance social and
economic development in the Mississippi
Delta. In this capacity, he has conducted
evaluation studies of all Delta Project
programs including the Delta Data Center,
the Delta industry assistance programs, and
targeted industry marketing.
Dr. Doolittle also worked with several
surveys of Mississippi forest landowners as part
of an on-going cooperative research effort with
the MSU Department of Forestry.
Dr. Doolittle also conducted several
surveys of Mississippi forest landowners, furniture manufacturers, and
consumers as part of an on-going cooperative research effort with the MSU Department of Forestry.  Additionally, he devised and
conducted an evaluation of a safety
training program for Mississippi loggers and
conducted an analysis of forest fire prevention
program evaluation for the U.S. Forest Service.
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In the spring of 1964, I was quite content in my position as
assistant district ranger on the Ouachita National Forest in
Southeastern Oklahoma. Five years after graduating from
Mississippi State University, and after two years of active
military service, my career in the U.S. Forest Service seemed
to be on track for a rapid rise through the ranks. Then, a piece
of mail crossed my desk that would completely change my
career and, consequently, my life. The Social Science Research
Center (SSRC) at Mississippi State was offering a graduate
assistantship to a forester who had experience in forest fire
protection and was willing to pursue a graduate degree
in sociology. What the heck was the SSRC? In four years
at MSU, I had never heard of it. I was not any better
informed about sociology. Still, I was curious enough to
send a letter of interest to Wesley Baird, as directed in the
announcement.   A meeting with Baird and Dr. Harold
Kaufman was arranged.  I formally applied for the assistantship,
and in the fall of 1964, I began the process of converting myself
into some sort of odd mixture of forester and sociologist.
I was starting from scratch.  As an undergraduate, I had exactly
three credits of “social science”—a course in general economics.
Over the next two years, my metamorphosis was slow and
sometimes painful. Would I be a forester with a graduate
degree in sociology or a sociologist with an undergraduate
degree and several years of experience in forestry? At times, I
felt isolated from both disciplines and their adherents; I was
a novelty (oddball?) in both groups. Harold Kaufman felt my
pain, and he helped shepherd me through the uncertainties
and talked me out of abandoning the whole “experiment”
to return to the forest, which I loved and missed.   Instead, I
joined a man-caused forest fire prevention research project that
was newly chartered by the U.S. Forest Service and located at
Mississippi State University.  Hey!  This might work after all!
Beginning in 1966, Wesley Baird and I forged a research
collaboration that would last for more than twenty years. With
Forest Service funding, we sent almost a score of sociology
graduate students into rural communities across the South to
study the woods-burning culture that had its roots among the

Native Americans of the region (one of those students had an undergraduate degree
in forestry).   Also, at the encouragement of Harold Kaufman and my Forest Service
superiors, I entered a Ph.D.
program in the College
of Forest Resources at the
University of Washington
that allowed me to do
most of my course work
in
sociology
while
maintaining my identity
in forestry. My graduate
committee was made up
of two foresters and two
sociologists. I even became
acquainted with another
forester who had completed
a Ph.D. in sociology
and was working in the
field of forest recreation.
The development of my
amalgamated professional
psyche
was
greatly
enhanced during this
period.
Back at the fire prevention
research
project
at
MSU, my collaboration
“With Forest Service funding, we sent
with Wesley Baird and
sociologists
at
other
almost a score of sociology graduate students into
Universities continued.   I
rural communities across the South to study the
felt very comfortable and
“at home” with them and
woods-burning culture that had its roots among the
with forestry cooperators
Native Americans of the region (one of those students
in state and federal fire
protection agencies.   I
had an undergraduate degree in forestry).”
belonged to both the
Society
of
American
Foresters and the Rural Sociological Society. I made presentations before both groups,
and I published articles for both audiences. Then in 1987, I went full-circle; I retired
from the U.S. Forest Service and joined the Social Science Research Center. For the
next sixteen years, Dr. Art Cosby gave me the opportunity to direct the forestry-related
research of several sociology graduate students, teach introductory sociology, serve on
graduate committees for forestry students, and collaborate with the College of Forest
Resources faculty on research projects. My internalization of the dual roles of forester
and sociologist was complete. It had all started nearly forty years earlier with a graduate
assistantship in the SSRC.
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SSRC Parties
By: Jennifer Flannagan

Business Manager I, SSRC

The SSRC is best known for its high level of research.   What
many may not know is that the Center throws fabulous parties.  
Some of my fondest memories of the Center are from social
events.   My favorite memory was the retreat that we had at
Dr. Cosby’s camp house at Pumpkin Creek.  Between the fast
boats, karaoke, Little Dooey’s BBQ, and canoeing, it was a blast.  
The rendition of “Love Shack” by Jay Ritchie, Cherry Sims,
Alicia Falls, and me was hilarious.  The receptions held in the
courtyard to entertain distinguished visitors have grown over
the years to include great food, bands, and trees that are
beautifully lit with white lights.   We enjoy preparing for the
receptions as much as we enjoy attending them.  

“We enjoy preparing for
the receptions as much as
we enjoy attending them.”

(left to right) Jean Mann, Margaret Eberhard, Van Eberhard,
and Linda Graves socializing at an SSRC event

Enriching lives through
social events and support services

Dr. Arthur G. Cosby celebrating the SSRC’s golden anniversary in 2000

Dr. Arthur G. Cosby with Dr. Giampaolo
Catelli of The University of Catania

“The receptions held
in the courtyard to
entertain distinguished
visitors have grown
over the years to include
great food, bands, and
trees that are beautifully
lit with white lights.”
Bully with the SSRC’s Alicia Falls and an early delegation of students from
the University of Catania at a celebration in their honor

SSRC: 60 years

20

of

Commitment

to

Innovation

& Excellence

Sixty Years

of

Commitment

Innovation

to

& Excellence

a commitment to
ra
tta Soku

Ber
urtesy of
Photo co

Networking
“Looking back to the fall of 2005 and the
events surrounding Hurricane Katrina, I see
more clearly than ever how fortunate I was to
serve as a Visiting Scholar and Research
Fellow at the SSRC.”                                                                            
A Commitment
to Networking
                                                           -Dr.
Anthony
E. Ladd
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By: Dr. Anthony E. Ladd

Photo courtesy of Dr. Anthony E. Ladd

Dr. Anthony E. Ladd

Research Fellow, SSRC
Visiting Scholar (2005), SSRC
Professor of Sociology, Loyola University 		
New Orleans
Dr. Ladd is a professor of sociology at
Loyola University New Orleans. His major
area of research centers around the impacts
of environmental controversies on communities and the emergence of grassroots protest
movements as a response to environmental  
degradation.
In addition to his collaborative research
at the SSRC with Drs. Duane Gill and John
Marszalek on the psychosocial impacts of
Hurricane Katrina on college students at
MSU and New Orleans Universities, he is also
engaged in research on the socioenviromental impacts and conflicts surrounding
salmon farms in the Pacific Northwest, as well
as offshore aquaculture facilities in the Gulf
of Mexico.
Dr. Ladd received his Ph.D. and M.A. from
the University of Tennessee and his B.S. in
sociology from Ball State University.
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In the early morning hours of August 28, 2005, with
Hurricane Katrina headed straight for New Orleans packing
Category 5 winds, I evacuated with friends to Natchez,
Mississippi, to nervously ride out a storm that was looking
more and more like “The Big One” that local residents had
long feared. Like most New Orleanians, I had only hastily
packed a few clothes to throw into my car, along with a file
of personal documents and some photo albums, hoping that
I would only be displaced for a few days. In fact, I had just
returned home only five weeks earlier from a sabbatical at
Oregon State University and was anxious to get settled into a
new fall semester at Loyola and begin publishing the research
on salmon farming I had been working on over the previous
academic year.
As we sat in my friend’s house in Natchez, watching the storm
events unfold on national television, we breathed a huge sigh
of relief when Katrina not only weakened to a Category 3
storm, but made landfall to the east of both the city and the
mouth of the Mississippi River. To us, it seemed like a miracle
that New Orleans had somehow once again “dodged the
bullet” and been spared the full wrath of the storm’s fury.
While we were sick with grief witnessing the devastation that
Katrina’s winds and storm surge had unleashed on the coastal
homes and communities of our Mississippi neighbors, we
were nevertheless comforted in our belief that we would soon
get to return home (once the power was restored and the city
streets were cleared of debris). Despite our feelings of survivor
guilt, New Orleans appeared to be mostly intact and we could
all get on with our lives again very soon.
And then the levees broke. I looked on with terror and
helplessness while my city filled with water, the death toll
climbed, and the lives of its stranded residents descended
into scenes from Dante’s Inferno. To try and do whatever we
could to help those in need, as well as get our minds off the
horrible television images of the destruction and chaos in New
Orleans, my friends and I went to work at the local Red Cross
Disaster facility, assisting the increasing number of displaced
evacuees who were streaming into Mississippi seeking shelter
and food.

After a week of volunteering for the Red Cross, my friend asked me if I would like to go
to Starkville and help her son Jay, owner of The Veranda restaurant, organize a fund raiser
for Katrina victims. Anxious to have a change of scenery and continue to assist local
disaster relief efforts, I was happy at the prospect of working at the Veranda for a few days
and hoped that I could contact Dr. Duane Gill, one of my oldest friends and colleagues
at Mississippi State, while I was in town.
I called Duane and literally
the first questions out of his
mouth to me were: “Are you
OK?”, “Did you make it out
of New Orleans before the
flooding began?”, “How is
your residence?”, “Do you
need an office to work in
or a place to live?” Duane
went on to explain that the
SSRC director, Dr. Art
Cosby, had created a
Visiting Scholars Program
for displaced New Orleans
faculty whose homes and
campuses were wrecked
by Katrina. As I would
learn later, this was only
one of a number of rapid
response initiatives that
Art had proposed, some to
state and federal funding
agencies,
to
improve
institutional resilience in
Mississippi and the Gulf
The interior of a New Orleans home ten months
region. Moreover, Art
after Katrina. The flood waters from the levee failure
wanted to form a research
team of social scientists to
rose into the attic of this home.
begin to develop a Webbased survey instrument
to assess the impacts of
Katrina on the college students of MSU, as well as the wider University community of
New Orleans.
I remember feeling so stunned by hearing all of this that I told Duane I’d have to hang
up and call him back so I could think about everything more clearly. Once it sunk in, I
called him back and thanked him profusely for his kind offer and the lifeline he had
just thrown me. By the next day, I indeed had an office at the SSRC,   and a
collaborative research project to work on with other colleagues from New Orleans and
MSU.  I also had a wonderful place to live in the country at Jay and Liesel Ritchie’s house,
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two other SSRC researchers who I had only briefly met once before. I was simply
dumbfounded and amazed at my personal good fortune in the midst of so much suffering
and destruction. Like so many other survivors of Hurricane Katrina, I was beginning
to understand, as Blanch
DuBois said in A Streetcar
Named Desire, what it
meant to “rely on the
kindness of strangers.”
Once we settled into our
new offices at the Center,
our
research
team
(composed of myself; Dr.
Dennis McSeveney and
Professor Ann Edwards
of the University of
New Orleans; Dr. John
Marszalek
of
Xavier
University of Louisiana;
and Dr. Duane Gill,
Dr. Virginia Fee, Dr.
Beth Wells-Parker, and
Dr. John Edwards of the
SSRC)
met
and
immediately began to
discuss the implications of
Katrina for both the state
of Mississippi, as well as
other institutions of higher
learning throughout the
Gulf South. First, the good
news was that the vast
majority of Mississippi
“And then the levees broke. I looked on with terror
college
students
had
experienced
relatively
and helplessness while my city filled with water, the
indirect storm impacts
death toll climbed, and the lives of its stranded residents
from
Katrina
and,
comparatively,
few
had
descended into scenes from Dante’s Inferno.”
been forced to evacuate
their campus residences.
Nevertheless,
MSU,
while not heavily damaged, was located in the northern periphery of Mississippi
counties that had been declared disaster zones. Indeed, the path of the storm had passed
directly over Starkville with heavy rains and winds gusting to more than 75 mph.
Although MSU closed for only two days, many students had immediate family, relatives,
and friends living in severely impacted areas of the region and some MSU students
had been on the coast when the hurricane struck. With these issues in mind, we
began constructing a Web-based survey instrument that could measure the psychosocial

Flooded Canal Street (New Orleans, LA)

24

impacts of Katrina on MSU students and how those impacts might differ in terms of
their interpersonal experiences with evacuation events and physical loss from the storm.
Second, we were further struck by the fact that over 95,000 students (as well as
administrators, faculty, and staff ) in the region, including 50,000 students from New
Orleans, had been forced to evacuate from their communities and campuses in the wake
of the storm.   This displacement resulted in the cancellation of scheduled classes for
periods of time ranging from a few days to the entire academic year. Moreover, many of
these campuses found themselves facing severe economic crises due to more than $1.5
billion in infrastructure repairs, payroll outlays, and lost tuition funds, among other
unanticipated costs. At this time, New Orleans’ Universities were without electrical
power, water, phones, or other basic services and had been forced to close their doors for
the rest of the fall semester. As a result, we realized that these campuses had become
“virtual” institutions, existing only in cyberspace through emergency, Web-based
Internet systems located outside the city or state.
Fortunately, colleges across the U.S. had responded to the catastrophe by announcing
that they would open their admission doors to any student who had been displaced by
Katrina. By mid-September, more than 18,000 New Orleans students had relocated to
some 1,017 new colleges and Universities outside the Gulf Coast to enroll in fall classes.
We reasoned that by tapping into this extraordinary telecommunications network that
linked the New Orleans student diaspora, we could gather comparative data on another
population of students whose storm experiences and impacts were likely to be significantly
greater than those sustained by their Mississippi State counterparts. Our team realized
that we had a historic opportunity to not only sample two populations of college
students who had initially experienced Katrina from different geographical locations
and points of impact, but we also had collectively survived one of the deadliest and most
costly disasters in U.S. history.
By the end of October, we had collected 3,140 online surveys from the MSU student body
and began to analyze the results. At the same time, Duane Gill, John Marszalek, and I
started revising the instrument and developing new questions specifically designed
for measuring the impacts associated with the forced evacuation and displacement of
students from New Orleans. For this second survey, we were guided by the following five
research questions:

    

  

   

1. What were the psychosocial, medical, and mental health impacts of the disaster
     on students? What steps had they taken to try and reduce the stressors and
     difficulties in their lives?
2. What were the storm experiences and behavioral patterns of students (in relation
     to their family members and friends) who were forced to evacuate their
     communities in the face of Hurricane Katrina? What physical and personal
    impacts/losses did they incur?
3. How satisfied were the students with the emergency responses of government
     and other major social institutions to the disaster?
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4. How did the disaster impact the student’s projected educational performance for
      the fall 2005 semester?  What existing University counseling programs and
      other campus services did the students utilize to help them cope with the
      disaster, and what additional services would they find useful?
5. What did students think their Universities might have done differently to have  
    better prepared them for the hurricane? What could the Universities provide
    them and other survivors of the disaster to make their lives less stressful? What
    events surrounding the hurricane impacted them the most?
In early November 2005, we sent out
almost 27,000 Internet surveys to the
registered students of Loyola University,
“Looking back to the fall of 2005 and the
University of New Orleans, and Xavier
events surrounding Hurricane Katrina, I see
University. By mid-December, we had
received a total of 7,100 surveys from these
more clearly than ever how fortunate I was to
students and, fortunately, the sample was
serve as a Visiting Scholar and Research Fellow
largely representative of the New Orleans
college population as a whole. As we
at the SSRC.”
analyzed the quantitative and qualitative
data from both the New Orleans and
MSU samples over the coming months,
an amazing portrayal of the students’ disaster experiences, impacts, and storm narratives
began to emerge. Although the MSU students generally did not incur the same degree
of evacuation stress, psychological trauma, economic loss, and campus displacement
experienced by students from New Orleans Universities, the hurricane’s secondary
impacts on the Mississippi State population were nevertheless substantive and disruptive.
First, many MSU students sustained financial losses, residential damage, psychiatric
distress, and a diminished sense of their educational performance. Indeed, about
one-third of MSU students felt that the hurricane had negatively impacted their
academic standing for the semester. Those students who were either directly or indirectly
impacted by storm events, incurred financial loss, had family members or friends who
were missing, or knew someone who was killed or injured, had a significantly lower
grade point average (GPA) for the fall than did students who did not incur such impacts.
Moreover, such students were also more likely to have experienced psychological stress,
especially if they were African American or female.
Second, our data clearly revealed that Hurricane Katrina produced profound
psychosocial impacts for the college students of New Orleans. Uprooted from their
campus communities and forced to evacuate to new Universities and residences across
the nation, many students experienced social and educational disruption, personal and
economic loss, psychological stress, feelings of institutional mistrust regarding how
government and other social agencies responded to the storm, and high levels
of anxiety about returning to their devastated city. Indeed, upon returning to
New Orleans when the Universities reopened for the spring 2006 semester, many
students continued to experience a prolonged series of secondary traumas that MSU
students generally did not confront. These differential impacts between the two
populations became further magnified in the coming months as many New Orleans
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students returned to find not only much of their flood-damaged city in ruins, but
also their Universities grappling with infrastructure repairs, debt, reduced enrollments,
and a host of future institutional uncertainties. Under administrative declarations of
“financial exigency” or other degrees of fiscal emergency, all of the New Orleans Universities
in our sample (and others) began to initiate relatively draconian reductions in their
operating and salary budgets over the spring and
summer 2006 semesters. Various degree programs
and academic departments were discontinued,
class offerings were reduced, assorted faculty
and staff were either furloughed or terminated,
and student activities were cut. Amidst fears that
even more stringent reductions might be
forthcoming, a number of junior faculty left
their positions for jobs at other institutions,
some older faculty members took an early
retirement, and hundreds of students chose to
transfer to other Universities to continue their
major field of study elsewhere.
Assessing the devastation that the Katrina disaster
brought upon the Universities of New Orleans,
a report by the American Association of
University Professors (AAUP) concluded that
these events constituted “undoubtedly the most
serious disruption of American higher education
in the nation’s history.” Our research confirmed
this assessment and revealed that in the overall
range of impacts that they sustained, both the
MSU and New Orleans’ student populations
were essentially proxies for what large numbers of
residents in communities along the Mississippi/
Louisiana Gulf Coast experienced in the
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Like most of the
citizenry of New Orleans, it seemed to us that
many of these students would bear the mark of
this historic storm for the rest of their lives, no
doubt remembering Katrina the way older New
Orleanians remember Hurricanes Betsy and
Camille from the 1960s.

Demolition in New Orleans after
Hurricane Katrina.

Given the severity of Katrina’s impacts and the potential for prolonged disruption from
future natural and technological disasters, we have urged our University communities,
especially in the Gulf South, to work to improve their institutional preparedness and
mitigation procedures in the face of these growing hazards. Toward this important goal,
we have made our research available to assist Universities in becoming more resilient
institutions in the aftermath of a disaster. More specifically, we have argued that campuses
need to improve their social support services to students who have been directly and
indirectly impacted by traumatic events. We have further urged Universities to prepare
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for other contingencies by improving their telecommunications and information delivery
systems, campus security, and shelter facilities, as well as their counseling outreach
programs, financial aid, and opportunities for students to participate in local disaster
relief efforts. In addition, we have recommended that our Universities begin to identify
and work with other regional educational institutions to prepare for future campus
evacuations that, like Katrina, could result in hundreds of additional displaced students
seeking
both
temporary
admission and other academic
resources for at least a semester.

“I had the privilege of working and conducting
collaborative research at the Social Science Research
Center at Mississippi State University with so
many good people. The next time a hurricane or
other calamity forces me out of New Orleans for an
extended period of time, I just hope Art will still have
an empty office for me upstairs at the Center that I
can call home.”

With the fifth anniversary
of Hurricane Katrina now
behind us, as well as the
2008 coastal evacuation for
Hurricane Gustav still fresh in
our memories, there is no time
to waste in getting our campus
communities better prepared
to deal with the numerous
environmental
risks
that
loom large in our world today.
Given especially the growing
predictions for increased
hurricane activity in the Gulf of Mexico, it seems almost certain that our University
disaster preparedness and resiliency will be tested over and over again in the coming years.
Looking back to the fall of 2005 and the events surrounding Hurricane Katrina, I see
more clearly than ever how fortunate I was to serve as a Visiting Scholar and Research
Fellow at the SSRC. My ongoing Katrina research with Duane Gill and John Marszalek
has to date yielded multiple publications, monographs, conference papers, campus
presentations, and invited lectures. While extensive academic literature on Katrina has
emerged since the storm, our work is among the only research in the country that has
analyzed the impacts and disaster-related experiences of college students in the aftermath
of a regionally catastrophic hurricane. In recognition of our work, we have also been
pleased that our research has received positive media coverage and full-length stories in
such publications as The Chronicle of Higher Education, Columbus, Mississippi’s
The Commercial Dispatch, the Northeast Mississippi Daily Journal, the Houma Courier,
Loyola’s The Maroon, and Mississippi State’s The Reflector.
As one of the more than one million Gulf Coast residents who were displaced by the
Katrina diaspora, the opportunity to work with the members of our Katrina research
team, as well as other social scientists at the SSRC, has been extremely rewarding for
me, both personally and professionally. Faced with no home or office to return to in
September of 2005, it was Art Cosby’s initiative and leadership which literally gave me
“a port in the storm,” as it were, during this traumatic period in my life. Over my four
months at the SSRC, I was consistently impressed by both the quality of the research
agenda and the competence of the faculty and staff who Art had brought into the Center.
Without exception, the people I came to know there were, like Art himself, professional,
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productive, positive, friendly, helpful, funny, and genuinely interested in the research
work of others. I often heard people remark on how much they enjoyed the supportive
and comfortable working environment of the Center and how high they felt the general
morale was. Based on my observations at the SSRC, such comments were always
easy to understand. In fact, in my career as a sociologist and faculty member at various
institutions, I have worked with few colleagues whose research expertise, supervisory
skills, mentorship, intelligence, graciousness, sense of humor, and dedication to one’s
profession was greater than that of Art Cosby or Duane Gill.
There were many personal “silver linings”
to my evacuation story and time in exile
associated with Hurricane Katrina, but in
retrospect I am most thankful for these
important gifts: I really learned what it
means to miss New Orleans; I was adopted
by a beautiful stray cat who I found under
the hood of my car one night while I was
driving home from celebrating my birthday
in Columbus; and I had the privilege of
working and conducting collaborative
research at the Social Science Research
Center at Mississippi State University with
so many good people. The next time a
hurricane or other calamity forces me out
of New Orleans for an extended period of
time, I just hope Art will still have an empty
office for me upstairs at the Center that I
can call home.

“As one of the more than one million
Gulf Coast residents who were displaced
by the Katrina diaspora, the opportunity
to work with the members of our Katrina
research team, as well as other social scientists
at the SSRC, has been extremely rewarding
for me, both personally and professionally.”
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Driving the Delta: Delta
Leadership’s Perception of
Economic Development
By: Dr. Judith Porter

Professor, Sociology Department, Bryn Mawr College
Visiting Scholar (1990), SSRC
In the summer of 1990, I had the privilege of being a visiting
scholar at the SSRC.   Using intensive interviews, I studied
perceptions of economic development among the Delta
leadership.   My research compared contrasting paradigms of
economic development and factors affecting actualization
of these paradigms among leaders by economic sector and
Photo courtesy of Dr. Judith Porter
race.   The interviews demonstrated that there was variation
both within and between race on the type of economic development model most preferred and on the way various
factors impeded or facilitated economic development. Economic and social interests played a large part; each
group of leaders proposed models that were supportive of its own economic and political interests.   African
Americans were less likely than whites, for instance, to see export agriculture and large farms as a beneficial
paradigm.  Politicians of both races and the white business and professional leadership were the most optimistic
about attracting outside manufacturing to the Delta, while small home grown industries, especially if they were
African American controlled, were viewed as a viable economic strategy by African Americans.  All groups agreed
that a number of factors impacted economic development; however, whites saw poverty as caused by lack of
skills and had a negative evaluation of the work ethic of the poor, while African Americans saw lack of jobs and
racial discrimination as the primary cause of poverty.  Poverty was viewed as impeding economic development by
whites.  African Americans, however, saw lack of economic development as perpetuating poverty.  White leaders
perceived the problems of public education as being due to the caliber of the students; yet, African Americans
saw educational problems as a result of the nature of the schools. Whites saw race relations as better, but African
Americans felt there was a need for considerable improvement, and each group saw racial problems as due to the
attitudes and behavior of the other group.  
There was also variation in response within each racial group.   Among whites, traditional agrarian leaders were
more likely to subscribe to agrarian-based models of development and also most likely to see problems of race
relations, education, and poverty as inherent in the African American community.   White business leaders were
the ones most likely to stress attracting manufacturing to the Delta.   Almost all groups saw the need for more
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interracial communications, although African American politicians were more willing than other African American
leaders to stress shared goals. Despite these differences, there were commonalities.   All groups saw economic
development as a major priority and felt that interracial communication was important in achieving this goal.  
These commonalities represented and still represent the hope for the Delta’s future.
I spent a great deal of time driving a large silver station wagon that I named the “Silver Comet” back and forth
from Starkville to Delta counties to conduct these interviews.    I was often surrounded by groups of children
admiring my vehicle and clamoring for a ride.   I especially remember the kindness, consideration, and cooperation
of all the people I interviewed.    No one I contacted refused to speak with me, and everyone was hospitable and
helped educate me with insight and with many stories about the Delta.   The staff and colleagues at the SSRC
provided helpful suggestions for my research and were gracious in welcoming me.   I would very much like to see
the changes that have occurred since this research was completed.

“No one I contacted refused to speak with me,
and everyone was hospitable and helped educate me
with insight and with many stories about the Delta.
The staff and colleagues at the SSRC provided helpful
suggestions for my research and were gracious in
welcoming me. I would very much like to see the changes
that have occurred since this research was completed.”
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Experiences of a
Visiting Scholar
By: Bertta Sokura
When I left my home in southern Finland on Saturday, March
4, 2006, snow covered the ground.  The sky was clear and the
weather was cold.  After arriving in New York, I noticed that
the weather there was also quite cold, with a little snow on the
ground.   But at the airport in Atlanta, people were wearing
summer clothes.   My destination was the Golden Triangle
Regional Airport in Columbus, Mississippi, where Michael
Martin, a graduate student, picked me up.   Michael helped
me set up my apartment and facilitated my many visits to
Wal-Mart.   By the end of the day, I had plenty electronics,
linens, blankets, pillows, and cookware ready to be used.
Photo courtesy of Bertta Sokura

Bertta Sokura

Lecturer, Center for Innovative Education
Researcher and Ph.D. candidate, Information
Systems Science
Helsinki School of Economics, Finland
Visiting Scholar (2006), SSRC
Mrs. Sokura currently works as a lecturer at
the Helsinki School of Economics. In addition,
she is preparing her dissertation, ICT certification and its effects on the Intellectual Capital of
an Organization.  Her research interests include
technology adoption and especially how training impacts it.   Furthermore, she is interested
in measuring the impact of intangible assets on
performance at public organizations.
Mrs. Sokura has been working in various
tasks of information systems development,
consultancy, project management, and teaching in leading Finnish companies and associations. She has also worked as a teacher in the
business college and polytechnic, coordinated
the development of the Finnish Computer
License Examination, and participated in the
development of the Finnish National Strategy
for Education, Training, and Research in the
Information Society.
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For me, the biggest surprise about Mississippi was that the palm
trees that I had been expecting to see in the South were missing.  
Another shock was that there were violas everywhere.   These
flowers also grow in Finland, even in the northern parts of
Finland (but only in the summer).  The third thing that caught
my attention was that people in Starkville walked slowly, and
drivers always kindly let pedestrians cross the street in front of
them.  I was also surprised by all the old school buses.  I had seen
them in films, but I didn’t think they were still used.
My second day in Starkville was Monday, March 6.  I started my
work at the SSRC this day by attending their weekly Monday
meeting.   I was introduced to the personnel and I met with
Dr. Cosby, who was the main contact I worked with, for the
first time.   He arranged a meeting for us with representatives
from other departments at Mississippi State University, and
he set up a phone conference with the representatives of three
Universities in New Orleans.
Hurricane Katrina hit before I got to Mississippi (August
29, 2005) and several professors from the destroyed areas in
New Orleans were temporarily working at the SSRC doing
distance lectures, research, and teaching online during my
stay.   Scientists at the SSRC were conducting studies to
measure the impact of Hurricane Katrina on students from
affected areas.   The main objective of my visit was to work
on the article, “The Role of Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) in the Resilience of Educational Institutions in

the Wake of Hurricane Katrina.”  We conducted interviews at three Universities in New
Orleans for the study.  A year and a half later, we participated in the annual meeting of
the Mississippi Academy of Sciences and gave a presentation about our study.  Our article
was also published in the Journal of the Mississippi Academy of Sciences.  This study was the
main purpose of my trip.
During my visit, I also had the opportunity to get familiarized with the American school

Photo courtesy of Bertta Sokura

“I lived beside the campus, and I always had to
walk to the bus station to get in the shuttle. One day, I
was walking home from the bus station and a woman
and this man were touring with a golf cart (they were
traffic wardens) and asked me to get in so that they
could take me home. I knew the woman already,
because she was the bus driver who took me to the
grocery store every Saturday, and she knew where I
lived. This is a very good example of the kindness of
people living in Starkville. I will never forget it.”
-Bertta Sokura
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system by visiting Starkville’s Armstrong Middle School and Starkville High School.  In
addition, I interviewed the principal and seven teachers at Armstrong Middle School.  I
also participated in the 2006 Model School Conference in Orlando.
My other activities during my exchange visit include a visit to New Orleans.   It was
important to me to see the damage that Hurricane Katrina had caused.  I also visited Graceland
in Memphis and Elvis’ birthplace in Tupelo.  Then I went to Nashville and enjoyed the
Grand Ole Opry showcases.
My two visits to Oxford
are worth mentioning, as
well.   In Oxford, I visited
William Faulkner’s home.  
I was surprised to discover
that there is a Finnish design
store
in
Oxford—
Marimekko.  During my fivemonth stay in Mississippi, I
only rented a car for ten days.  
Instead of a car, I purchased
a bike to get around.   I also
enjoyed swimming and
exercising at the Sanderson.  

Photo courtesy of Bertta Sokura

Ann Kos Edwards with Bertta at a crawfish boil
in Starkville, Mississippi.

The work environment at
the SSRC was excellent, and
everyone that I worked with
was lovely.   I participated in
many events both outside
and inside of the Center.   I
was also invited to dinner
at Dr. Cosby’s home
several times.   I will always
remember what he said to
me after our seminar on July
26, “It is sad.  You will leave,
and I get older.”   It was his
birthday.

When I arrived in March,
my apartment was set up
quickly, and when I left, it was packed up even faster.   My Japanese friend helped me
pack and my friends who were rebuilding their homes in New Orleans bought all of
my extra things.   They lost everything to Hurricane Katrina.   I had to leave just when
everything started getting easier.   Five months was too short a time for me as a visiting
scholar abroad.  I hope that I will see all of you once again.
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Bertta is a researcher and Ph.D. candidate in
Information Systems Science at Helsinki School of
Economics in Helsinki, Finland.
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An International Student’s
Experiences at the SSRC
By: Dr. Paulette Meikle-Yaw

Assistant Professor of Sociology and Community Development,
Delta State University
Research Assistant (2002-2005), SSRC
My journey at the Social Science Research Center (SSRC)
began in May 2001, when, as a prospective Ph.D. student in
the department of Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work
at Mississippi State University, Dr. R. Gregory Dunaway,
Director of Sociology Graduate Studies, guided me on a tour
of the Center.   I remember how intrigued I felt by the
professional energy, the display of research prowess, the stateof-the-art facilities, and the ambience at the Center.   Fresh
Photo courtesy of Dr. Paulette Meikle
from the University of the West Indies in my home country,
Jamaica, not only was I impressed by the diverse resources that I witnessed, but I secretly hoped that I would some
day have the opportunity to work there to build on the social research that I had previously done in my country.
In the summer of 2002, my desire was satisfied. I had the privilege and opportunity to work as a research assistant in
the Unit for Community and Environmental Studies (UCES), where I worked again during the summer of 2003
and between August 2004 and July 2005.  On May 20, 2002, I walked into the Center with the knowledge that I was
in a special place and with the awareness that the SSRC was the best of its kind in the South; I was also intimidated
because of the cadre of talented and brilliant people who worked there. Initially, I felt quite challenged given the
reputation of the UCES in particular.  UCES was known as a place of excellence. Nevertheless, I knew that being a
research assistant at the Center was a coveted position, thus, I was eager to get started. Through guidance and help
from the coordinators of the unit, Drs. Duane Gill and Domenici Parisi, I steadily gained confidence and deepened
my comprehension of a range of environmental problems, facts, ideas, and relevant theories in environmental
conservation and management and sustainable development. I also sharpened my knowledge of the sociology
of community and learned professional and practical tools for doing applied community sociology, community
development, public welfare policy, and workforce development research.
It was at the Center that I was able to practically hone the skills that I learned in social theory, research methods,
and statistics in the classroom by participating in several empirical studies. I remember the strong statistical and
analytical skills of Drs. Mike Taquino and Steve Grice, my supervisors at UCES, and how quickly they resolved
issues that I encountered while using various computer programs.   I was particularly intrigued to learn how to
conduct electronic focus group meetings using Decision Support Laboratory technology under the guidance of
Dr. Liesel Ritchie, coordinator of the Center’s Decision Support Laboratory. With the use of this sophisticated
research tool, I was able to work with Dr. Gill and Dr. Ritchie to produce a paper titled “Using Decision Support
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Laboratory Techniques in Social Environmental Impact Assessments,” which I then presented at the Southern
Sociological Society’s Annual Meeting in New Orleans in March 2003. As a graduate student, not only was that a
proud moment for me, but I also felt that my intellectual confidence and research abilities rose to a new level.
I was always held at a high standard while working at the SSRC, and my supervisors and colleagues imparted a sense
of rigor, professionalism, and integrity to me.  Yet, there were many opportunities to enjoy the lighter things of life;
I enjoyed the casual conversations with my colleagues, many moments of laughter, and the gathering around good
Southern cuisine. I remember having several delightful conversations with Dr. Gill, Dr.  Parisi, and fellow graduate
students. Dr. Gill told me many stories about the joys of growing up in Iowa, his experiences as a Fulbright Scholar
at the University of Bahrain, his great love for Alaska, and the research that he did on the environmental
consequences of the Exxon Valdez oil spill as a technological disaster. He also provided me with my first
introduction into technological disasters as an environmental and social problem and my first insights into the
importance of oil pollution prevention and spill response preparedness. When I was overwhelmed with my academic
work and was adjusting to social dissonances, Dr. Gill would readily tell me to “bear it with dignity,” or when I had a
task to do and would say, “I’ll try,” he would say, “Why try?—just do it!”  While working at the Center, Dr. Gill played a
pivotal role in my completing the Ph.D. program. He served as my mentor and chair for my dissertation committee
and tutored me in an independent study titled “Environment and Development.” Dr. Parisi also served on my
dissertation committee, and whenever I marveled at his statistical and critical thinking abilities, he would jokingly
let me know, “That is why I get paid more than you, Paulette!”  
My research experience and social interaction at the SSRC vastly improved my intellectual awareness, world views,
and professionalism. As an assistant professor at Delta State University, I currently use the expertise gained at the
SSRC as I teach courses such as Sociology of Community and Community Development Research Methods. The
exposure gained at the SSRC has helped me to set my current teaching goals and strategies and to create optimal
learning environments in the classroom. I am now able to integrate practical research with theory to enlighten,
engage, enable, and enhance the academic experiences of my students who come from diverse backgrounds.   In
general, I am able to incorporate social theory in addressing real life community and environmental problems.   I
am forever indebted to the SSRC for the opportunities that I received to develop academically and professionally. I
will always appreciate the thoughtfulness, dedication, and enthusiasm of the Director of the Center, Dr. Arthur
Cosby, and my former supervisors, mentors, and colleagues. I honor my memory of the Center by imparting to my
students the same measure of rigor and excellence that my time at the SSRC developed in me.
To conclude, I am proud to say that I currently work with two former graduate students who also worked at the
SSRC during their tenure as sociology students at MSU: Dr. Albert Nylander, Chair, Division of Social Sciences
and Professor of Sociology and Community Development; and Dr. John Green, Associate Professor, Sociology
and Community Development and Director of the Institute for Community-Based Research. I have personally
heard Drs. Nylander and Green  publicly attest in diverse settings to their invaluable experiences at the SSRC and
how those experiences have shaped the excellent work that they are both doing in the Division of Social Sciences,
the Center for Community and Economic Development and the Institute for Community-Based Research at Delta
State University. What further can I say?  Except, it is great to have been in exceptional company at the SSRC and to
continue my journey in like company at Delta State University.
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Collaborative Research
for Development in the
Mississippi Delta
By: Dr. John J. Green
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Dr. John J. Green

Research Fellow, SSRC
Associate Professor of Sociology and
Community Development, Delta State
University (DSU)
John J. Green is the founding Director of
the Institute for Community-Based Research
at Delta State University. A collaborative
partnership between the Division of Social
Sciences and the Center for Community
and Economic Development, the Institute
works with students, faculty, and community
organizations to engage in applied research.
           His research and teaching interests include
organizations and institutions in the process
of development, sustainability, globalization,
food and agriculture, health and health care,
poverty, disasters, quantitative research, and
evaluation.
      John received his B.A. degree in Political
Science and M.S. degree in Sociology from
Mississippi State University. John obtained his
Ph.D. in Rural Sociology from the University
of Missouri-Columbia.
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Working as a student assistant at the Social Science Research
Center (SSRC) set my career in motion. Through multiple
projects with professors and students, I developed skills that
have proven critical to my role in conducting research to
inform development initiatives. In this brief essay, I describe
how the SSRC provided experiences and set off a chain of
events that profoundly impacted the creation of a research
program in the Mississippi Delta. It continues to expand,
involving the SSRC through collaborative projects with
the Delta State University Institute for Community-Based
Research and the Delta Rural Poll.
I began work at the SSRC in 1995, when I transferred from a
community college to Mississippi State University to enter the
political science program. As students and parents, my wife
and I were in need of jobs, and we were hired as temporary
employees to stuff envelopes for the Survey Research Unit
(SRU), recently renamed the Wolfgang Frese Survey Research
Laboratory (SRL). Our supervisors were two Ph.D. students
in the sociology program: David May and Albert Nylander.
This job was my introduction to the “nuts and bolts” of
research. Later that semester, Dr. Phyllis Gray-Ray, who led
the SSRC’s Mississippi Crime and Justice Research Unit
(MCJRU), announced that she was looking for a research
assistant. Helping Dr. Gray-Ray, Dr. Gregory Dunaway, and
their graduate students with MCJRU projects had a profound
impact on my education and career. The position offered
opportunities to participate in real-world projects, and I
was even able to lead an exploratory study on environmental
justice and crime.
After completing my B.A. in political science with a senior
thesis on environmental issues under the advisement of
Dr. Diane Wall, I started graduate school in the sociology
program and served as a research assistant for Dr. Duane Gill.
I was assigned to the Mississippi Delta Management Systems
Evaluation Area survey of Delta farmers. Albert Nylander

had been working on this project as well. That same academic year, 1997-1998, I
conducted research for my thesis on the claims surrounding a conflict over hazardous
waste. Dr. Gill served as my committee chair, and Drs. Dunaway and Ralph Brown served
as committee members.
I left the SSRC in the summer of 1998 for doctoral studies in the Department of Rural
Sociology at the University of Missouri-Columbia. I missed the hustle and bustle and
interdisciplinary nature of the SSRC. However, I was able to work with a great group of
faculty and students in Missouri.
Some of us were committed to doing research in the public interest to address issues such
as access to housing, environmental protection, and community food security. Wanting
to put our passion to the test, we formed the Missouri Action Research Connection
(MARC), a group that partnered with nonprofit organizations on applied projects.
One MARC project eventually took on a national focus as we worked to document the
successes, challenges, and recommendations of limited resource and minority farmers
and how their insights might be incorporated into the Farm Bill debate. This was done
in collaboration with the Rural Coalition, and we conducted focus groups in more than
a dozen communities across the nation. The project also gave rise to my dissertation,
directed by Dr. Sandy Rikoon with additional leadership from Dr. Elizabeth Barham,
on community-based cooperatives and the role they played in the broader social
movements for sustainable agriculture and social justice. That brought me back to the
South for two summers of research with the Mississippi Association of Cooperatives.
Using Starkville as my base, I was also provided with the opportunity to strengthen my
relationship with the
SSRC.
Going on the job market,
“Working as a student assistant at the Social
I knew that I wanted
Science Research Center (SSRC) set my career in motion.
to return to Mississippi
more permanently. Dr.
Through multiple projects with professors and students,
Nylander was serving as
I developed skills that have proven critical to my role in
Chair of the Division of
Social Sciences at Delta
conducting research to inform development initiatives.”
State University (DSU).
He informed me that
DSU housed a Master of
Science in the Community Development program and the Center for Community and
Economic Development (CCED). These were two initiatives that I found interesting.
After visiting the campus and surrounding community, I knew DSU was the place for
me. During my interview, I was asked what my scholarship agenda would be if I came
to DSU. My reply was that I would develop an organization devoted to conducting
research with community organizations to help inform their initiatives. The model I
envisioned was a synthesis of the SSRC with MARC.
I joined the faculty at DSU, and the Institute for Community-Based Research was
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established in the fall of 2002 as a collaborative partnership between the Division of
Social Sciences and CCED to engage in research to inform community development and
to assist in organizational planning and evaluation.  As Director of the Institute, I worked
with a team of graduate students, faculty at DSU and other institutions, and leaders of
nonprofit organizations on projects of mutual interest. The Institute’s first effort was with
the Tri-County Workforce Alliance (TCWA), which consisted of focus groups
with residents in two Delta towns, a telephone survey of employers, and follow-up
participatory planning. The TCWA project laid the path for a wide range of other
partners and projects. Topics included sustainable agriculture, food security, workforce
development, transportation, health, opportunities for youth, and post-disaster
redevelopment. Methods used by the Institute have included qualitative interviews,
focus groups, observation, analysis of secondary data, and household surveys conducted
in specific communities from the Delta to the Gulf Coast. In collaboration with the
SSRC and the Delta Rural Poll, many of these studies incorporated the use of mixed
methods – qualitative and quantitative – to focus attention on the intersection of
socioeconomic resources and health.
The Delta Rural Poll arose from a need to obtain data on the region as a whole.
Moving beyond specific communities, the idea was to take a snapshot of demographic,
socioeconomic, and quality of life attributes of Delta residents and to do so in a manner
that allowed for longitudinal comparisons. Conceived by Dr. Brent Hales—then Director
of the DSU Center for Community and Economic Development—the Delta Rural
Poll was led for several years by Dr. Alan Barton, a faculty member in the Division of
Social Sciences. It is now housed within the Institute for Community-Based Research.
Informed by CCED program leaders, other stakeholders in the region, and the
research interests of faculty and students, a faculty committee is responsible for
developing and pilot testing the questionnaire. Data are collected through a joint
partnership with the SRL at the SSRC. Sampling households from the eleven “core”
counties of the Delta region (Bolivar, Coahoma, Humphreys, Issaquena, Leflore,
Quitman, Sharkey, Sunflower, Tallahatchie, Tunica, and Washington), surveys have been
conducted in 2003, 2005, 2007, and 2009.   Annual reports, research/policy reports,
and policy briefs are regularly produced for use by policy makers, agencies, nonprofit
organizations, and other researchers. Data are also used for thesis projects, presentations,
and publications.
In contrast to the typical type of research project described in generic research methods
books, the work the Institute is involved in develops organically, utilizes multiple research
methods, and does not strictly distinguish between qualitative and quantitative efforts.  
Instead, researchers try to look at the problem at hand and figure out appropriate ways
of answering the questions being asked. Oftentimes, this requires use of data from
the Delta Rural Poll in conjunction with information collected at the grassroots level
through community surveys, focus groups, and qualitative interviews. This pragmatic
approach to research was largely influenced by my experiences at the SSRC, as illustrated
by our health-related projects in the Delta.
There has been a wealth of insightful research published on the socioeconomic
factors associated with people’s health status. Much of this scholarship has been
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conducted at a national level with large data sets constructed to represent the general
population. Additionally, we now know a great deal about inequality in terms of
socioeconomic resources, access to health care, and health outcomes.
An underdeveloped and persistently poor rural area, the Delta is known to have
pitiable health outcomes relative to the rest of the nation, and there is also troubling
inequality between different groups, especially in regard to race. Whites, those who have
higher education, and those who are employed are significantly more likely than their
counterparts to report good health and have more positive health outcomes.
Using the existing literature
and theory, the Institute
developed a model of the
socioeconomic factors that
“Working together, we are conducting applied
influence self-rated health
research that is being used to better inform action
and how they vary by race.
It was tested using logistic
through a variety of social change agents, ranging from
regression on multiple years
grassroots neighborhood groups to regional non profits
of data from the DRP.

and even policy makers.”

This type of quantitative
analysis was informative
for identifying patterns
and offering interpretations. What was missing from the point of view of development
practitioners was how this could be used to shape programs that might impact people’s
lives. With nonprofit organizations and partners including Mississippi Strategies for
Health Improvement and Network Expansion, Delta Health Partners, Dreyfus Health
Foundation, and Delta Health Alliance, researchers developed relevant questions and
conducted additional, more in-depth analyses using qualitative interviews and focus
groups. They asked questions about how and why different phenomena were taking
place, and the team made sure to incorporate a range of different vantage points
(e.g. various occupation, class, and racial groups). Discussions moved between the
research results and possible strategies that could be utilized by practitioners to improve
population health. For instance, in assessing people’s definitions of “being healthy,” it was
determined that they often focus on the ability to do things physically. This was
particularly prevalent for those who had jobs requiring manual labor. Many of them
reported not seeking medical attention until there was a problem that prevented their
physical ability to work. From a programmatic standpoint, this clearly has applications
for promoting preventative health care.
To conclude this essay, I want to re-emphasize the importance of my experiences with the
SSRC in developing as a researcher and the influence this had on my research agenda.
Through the effort of many individuals and organizations, a strong network has been
created to include the SSRC and DSU, especially through the Institute for CommunityBased Research and Delta Rural Poll. Working together, we are conducting applied
research that is being used to better inform action through a variety of social change
agents, ranging from grassroots neighborhood groups to regional non profits and even
policy makers.

A Commitment to Networking • 41

SSRC: 60 years

of

Commitment

to

Innovation

& Excellence

The Italian Job:
Sicilian Style
By: Tonya T. Neaves
For many people at Mississippi State University, fall is a season
for collegiate football, professional conferences, and another
great start to a year of academic studies.   While all of these
activities hold true for most people across campus, fall is also a
juncture for the Social Science Research Center (SSRC) that
brings forth educational and cultural enlightenment—a time
when everyone looks forward to seeing their honored guests
that come from halfway around the world to visit.  

Tonya T. Neaves
Research Fellow, Project Coordinator to the
Director, SSRC
M.P.P.A., Mississippi State University (MSU)
Tonya’s current research portfolio includes
working as a principal investigator on the
Presidential Climate Study, program evaluator
on the Public Safety Data Lab, and a researcher
on Healthy and Unhealthy Places.   Some of
her past experience includes serving as co-principal investigator on The National Highway
Watch Analysis and Improvement Program, a
program evaluator for The Mississippi
Institute for Improvement of Geographic
Minority Health, and a researcher on The
Southern Pain Prevalence Study.   From 2005
to 2007, Tonya also coordinated a foreign
exchange program with the University of
Catania in Italy and the University of Zagreb
in Croatia.   Tonya is also a co-director of the
University’s Model Security Council program
and serves as a board member for the Southern
Regional Model United Nations.
Tonya is pursuing a doctorate in Public Policy and Administration from Mississippi State
University.  
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The year was 2002, when representatives from the SSRC and
the University of Catania (UC) in Sicily, Italy, came together
to create a collaborative exchange program between the
research organization and academic institution.   Since then,
the SSRC has hosted a group of roughly twenty to thirty
administrators, professors, and students each year, typically
arriving in late October and departing in early November.  
I came in contact with this extraordinary program when
I learned of the SSRC in the spring of 2004.   I was an
undergraduate student studying political science when the
Principal Investigator of the Mississippi Poll, Dr. Stephen D.
Shaffer, introduced me to the Center Director, Dr. Arthur.
G. Cosby.   Soon thereafter, I began working at the Center
on a wide variety of social science research projects under his
supervision and leadership.   After I graduated with my
bachelor’s degree and enrolled in a graduate program, I was
offered a professional position at the Center.   Through this
position, I got to continue work on health and securityrelated projects and got the opportunity to head up
coordination efforts with the foreign student exchange
program.  Though I had some interaction with the program as
an undergraduate student, I had no real understanding of its
intent or purpose.  However, the program looked like a lot of
fun, so I was eager to jump in and participate.  
From 2005 to 2007, I headed up the coordination efforts with
the exchange program between the SSRC and the UC.  These
visits, while extremely exciting and meaningful, were nothing short of a production.  Yes, a production.  It takes a mas-

sive amount of organizational sophistication to manage a large group, all with different
needs and expectations, not to mention an impeding language barrier.  For these reasons,
the program management has often been compared to herding cats or holding a
wedding every day,
all day long, for a
period of two weeks,
so that each day
coordinates
with
the next and does
not overlap from
the last.   It sounds
complicated,
and
it can be, but, in
reality, all it takes
is a lot of dedication and some
heavy planning—
what I have dubbed
the “Italian Job—
Sicilian Style.”
Again,
planning,
lots of planning.  
When I was gearing
up for the Center
visitors to come,
there was always a
set of activities that
I would try to get
accomplished
as
soon as the end of
summer drew near.  
Catania is a port city in Sicily, Italy,
First things first, I
would always try
active volcano, Mount Etna.
to get a few gifts or
“happies” for our
guests.   Typically, I
would do this by making contact with other MSU departments and organizations who
have worked with the group on some level in the past, asking for anything that they could
spare.   More often than not, I was able to obtain some pretty nifty hand-outs such as
t-shirts, books, and writing utensils.   Second, I would then work on getting a list of
MSU volunteers willing to hold a seminar, which enabled our guests to learn more about
social science research practices such as program evaluation, comparative analysis, and
spatial technologies, as well as ethics and compliance.   Third, I would work on getting
another list of MSU volunteers that would be willing to have the group over at their
offices or homes for a variety of functions; some of these included costume
celebrations, holiday-themed dinners, potluck dinners, pizza parties, and ham roasts.  
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Really, the list could go on and on.   Afterward, I would create a master schedule that
specifically outlined and detailed every event (along with its time, location, drivers, menu,
and host information) and block of free time.
Though this process proved to be
quite difficult, it permitted me
to be rather creative.   As part of
my role when coordinating the
exchange program, it was also
left up to my discretion to come
up with a few experiences that
were unique to the culture of
Mississippi or the American
South.  At times, I would try to be
very imaginative in exposing the
group to both things they were
not accustomed to and activities
that most of them had not ever
experienced or were not even
aware of—activities that were
a real treat.   This is where my
dedication to the program
really took hold and is what
I consider to be one of the
richest and most unforgettable
experiences of my life.  Since that
A group of Italian students on gameday in 2006.
time, I have assisted with the
exchange program in a more
applied way, by volunteering to
be a host and seminar speaker.   Now, I would like to share a few fond memories of my
time with the “Italian Job.”
Intercom Terrorism at the Local Grocer.
Each year, to get the guests settled in and acquainted with the American way of life, a trip
to the local Wal-Mart is arranged.   For us, this shopping experience is nothing short of
average, but for our Italian guests, this experience is nothing short of extraordinary, so
several hours are scheduled to give each of the guests enough time to cover each aisle of
the store with their buddies and buggies.  It was 2006 when the trip to Wal-Mart took an
unexpected turn.   Frantic panic crossed the volunteer’s faces as many of the guests were
not anywhere to be found a long while after the designated meeting time.  In a recovery
attempt, the guest ring leader went back into the store and made his way up to the jewelry
counter.  After much explaining, he was able to convince the lady working at the station
to let him use the intercom in order to call all those guests to the front by utilizing their
native language, without realizing what speaking in a foreign tongue in a harsh
manner would do.   Suddenly, everyone around the store stopped what they were doing
and stared upward toward the speakers.   Before long, the shoppers themselves began to

44

get a panicked look on their faces and started leaving the store, as it seemed as if a
terrorist had taken over the local grocer.  The situation was only further heightened when
everyone saw the guests fleeing to the front of the store in order to leave in a scurry.  
Go, Fight, Win Football Frenzy.
Each year, to rally up the group and get things rolling, the Center hosts a tailgate party,
providing its guests with tickets to a football game.   It is interesting for the guests to
attend the game since they do not quite understand what all the hype is about football…
not soccer, of
course.   While
football is a much
slower game than
soccer, sometimes
e xc r u c i a ti n g l y
slow, the guests
do appreciate the
intensity of the
crowd and the
slinging of the
notorious cowbells, especially
when the game
is being played
against a rival team or it
is
homecoming. To get the
guests into the
bulldog country
character,
two
things are done.  
First, the guests
are taken to
local spirit stores,
where they are
introduced
to
team collectables
A skyline view of the city of Catania (Sicily, Italy).
and
swagger
attire.   Second,
they complete the
fanaticlookbyhaving theirfacespaintedwithpaw prints and placingpompomsin theirponytails
or ball caps.  After all, there are little bulldogs in each one of the guests just dying to get out.   
Growing Wings and Taking Flight.  
Several years ago, in 2005, the Center was honored to have the MSU Raspet Flight Lab  
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Director, Mr. David Lawrence, invite the group over for a presentation and tour of the
facilities.  While this visit was supposed to be kept under wraps—a project deemed to be
kept top secret from much of the Center—it was not long before many people caught
wind of what would actually be occurring at the so-called seminar.  In actuality, there was
a presentation and tour of the facilities scheduled, but there was also a great surprise in
store for everyone who came along and volunteered.  Before long, “zoom, zoom, zoom,”
is what was heard throughout all of town and on campus as the guests got a first look
at Starkville—yes, a first look from atop the clouds- from MSU’s two- and four-seater
planes.   The great adventure above the skyline was not finished there.   To top it all off,
many of the aerospace undergraduate students brought out their remote-controlled
flying model planes for everyone to watch being flown and, at times, being crashed.  There
are few words to describe the reaction from the guests, and it did not take long for others
to learn of the activity and become active volunteers in the exchange program, as well.  
Down and Blue in the Delta.
Now and then, a special cultural
experience, normally a trip to New
Orleans, Louisiana, or Memphis,
Tennessee, is organized for the
group.   More often than not, this
excursion also leads the guests into
the post antebellum land of the
Delta—what many scholars have
referred to as the alluvial empire or
the most southern place on earth.  
The Delta is unique in that, while
it is relatively easy to define the
physical environment of the land, it
is much more difficult to describe
its cultural characteristics, such
as the fact that it is home to the
blues, cotton, and catfish.   So, it
is with great anticipation that the
guests are taken to Blues Museum
Dr. Cosby with a delegation of students from
and Ground Zero Blues Club in
Clarksdale, Mississippi.   Upon
the University of Catania in 2004.
arrival, it is time for some serious
carefree dancing, and, before it
need
be
forgotten,
an
additional round of explanations.   While the dancing part comes relatively easy,
trying to explain that the blues club was referenced as ground zero prior to the
9/11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center is rather difficult.   Instead, the
conversation is simply diverted by stating that the renowned actor Morgan Freeman is a
co-owner of the joint, and the good times just seem to steamroll right ahead.  
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Presidential Donkeys and Elephants.
Every few years, the Center tries to hold an election party for its guests, especially in
times of a presidential election. Prior to election night, the guests attend a seminar on
the “Modern American Presidency,” presented by Dr. Stephen D. Shaffer of the MSU
Political Science and Public Administration Department.   During this seminar, the
guests learn about the political ideology spectrum and who a majority of
Americans consider to be some of the
greatest American presidents and their
respective positions and accolades.   On
the night of the big event, there are few
words to describe what occurs.  Most of the
guests tend to rally behind one particular
candidate, whereas Americans are usually
divided in their choice, mostly along
party lines.  Upon entering the party, seating
designations are revealed by notation of
party flags and other political décor, and
the guests are greeted with a variety of
food, drink, and dessert.   A favorite dessert
for our guests is a cake featuring a cartoon
depiction of a donkey and elephant squaring
off.  Things get even more interesting as the
election night gets underway.  When a state
is declared a “red state” for the Republican
candidate or a “blue state” for the
Democratic candidate, an elephant or
donkey sticker is placed onto a wooden state
map piece insert.   Before long, a puzzled
picture is revealed of the entire country;
A group of Italian
and, although the picture is quite different
SSRC’s Dr. John Edwards
from the fancy visualizations depicted on
television, it is, nonetheless, tangible, which
Election Party in 2004.
makes all the difference for the guests.  
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ANDIAMO!
By: Dr. Nancy McCarley

Director, Judy and Bobby Shackouls Honors College

Photo courtesy of Dr. Nancy McCarley

A delegation of Honors students studying abroad in Rome, Italy, in May 2007.
As part of the ongoing alliance between Mississippi State University and the University of Catania, the
Shackouls Honors College coordinates an annual study abroad trip for Honors students.   We are proud
to play a small role in the exchange of students between our two Universities.  
My students and I always look forward with great anticipation to our time in Italy.  For them, it is a once in
a lifetime chance to experience the history and culture of the city of Catania and the region of Sicily, as
well as other selected cities in Italy.   For me, the highlight is spending time with treasured friends like
Carlo, Giam Paolo, Franco, and Lina, just to name a few.   I love to see my students take on some of
the mannerisms and colloquialisms of our Sicilian hosts, and it is even more delightful to hear our
Italian friends use the oh-so-Southern phrase, “All y’all,” in the proper context!   Although we are at
times separated by a language barrier, we always find a way to communicate and strengthen the bonds
of friendship.  

Enriching lives through
study abroad programs

Photo courtesy of Dr. Nancy McCarley

A delegation of Honors students studying abroad in Rome, Italy, in May 2006.
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Showcase
Collaborative
Doctoral Program
By: Dr. Arthur G. Cosby

Director, SSRC, Mississippi State University
William L. Giles Distinguished Professor
The year 2010 is not only the anniversary of the Social
Science Research Center (SSRC), it also marks the 10th
anniversary of a very strong and productive program of
collaboration between the University of Catania, Italy, and
the SSRC.   The program, which started as an exchange
program for students, has grown into a thriving
comprehensive international research and education
program.   In addition to the student visits, there are now
visiting scholar programs, joint research enterprises, and
most interestingly, a cooperative doctoral training
program.  Doctoral students from the University of Catania come to study at MSU, and MSU students have the
opportunity to study at the University of Catania.   The program has gleaned considerable support from the
European Community (EC).   With Dr. Francesco Coniglione from the University of Catania in the lead, and
with support from Dr. Domenico (Mimmo) Parisi and Mississippi State University, a proposal was submitted to
the EC to support a collaborative program of graduate education between our institutions.   The project was
awarded approximately 240,000 Euros from the Italian ministry of education and research.   Through this
program, and its spin-offs, students such as Antonella Vitale, Michael (Mike) Taquino, Antonio Spampinato,
Andrea Romeo, Francesca Caruso, Loretta Eterno, Giorgia Consoli, and others, have strengthened their graduate
education by studying and conducting research in both Italy and the United States.  For those of us in the Social
Science Research Center, international collaboration in research and education has become an important part of
the very fabric of our activities and ambitions.

Enriching lives through
international connections

Above:
Dr. Cosby speaking at an event
honoring the collaboration between
MSU and the University of Catania.
Photo taken at the University of
Catania in Catania, Sicily.
Left:
Dr. Cosby with Dr. Catelli of the
University of Catania.
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“As I looked around the room, I knew I
had been a part of something special.  I knew
I’d never work with such a fine group of folks
again... I never would have gotten anywhere
in life without the opportunities given to me
by the SSRC.”                                                   
                                                                 -Dr. Mike Adams
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The Best Job

in

America

By: Bill Henderson
When I interviewed for the job as Operations Coordinator of
the Mississippi Alcohol Safety Education Program (MASEP)
in November 2003, I was introduced to “the grandfather
of MASEP,” Jim Landrum. Landrum, along with fellow
graduate student John K. Thomas, started MASEP as a pilot
project in 1972 under the direction of the SSRC director at
the time, Dr. Gerald Windham. From its humble beginnings,
MASEP has grown into a state-wide program operating at
forty-one sites from Corinth to Picayune and Southaven
to Pascagoula. Attendance and completion of MASEP is
required for those convicted of a first offense of Mississippi’s
Implied Consent Law (DUI). More than 250,000 people have
participated in the program.

Bill Henderson

Operations Coordinator, MASEP
M.Ed., M.B.A., Delta State University
Mr. Henderson serves as the Operations
Coordinator for MASEP. In addition to fortyone schools state wide and a part-time staff of
eighty-five, MASEP works with 600 courts
and a variety of state agencies.
    Mr. Henderson and other MASEP staff
members serve as faculty for training
programs conducted for judges and court
clerks by the Mississippi Judicial College
and for law enforcement officers by Sobriety
Trained Officers Representing Mississippi
(S.T.O.R.M.).
    He also serves as Project Director for the
DUI Enforcement Project, which provides
logistical services for schools that train law
enforcement officers in Complete Traffic Stop
(CTS), Standardized Field Sobriety Training
(SFST), Drug Recognition Expert (DRE),
and Advanced Roadside Impaired Driving
Enforcement (ARIDE). He is a member of
the Mississippi Association of Highway Safety
Leaders (MAHSL).
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When I started to work for MASEP in February 2004,
Landrum was still working part-time at the SSRC, so I was
able to hear many “war stories” about the beginning and
the evolution of MASEP. Other long time “MASEPers”
who filled me in on MASEP’s history were Dr. Ron Snow,
Mike Lightsey, Jean Mann, Sharon Kittrell, and Jo Ann
Montgomery. Many of the stories were humorous (getting
lost on some isolated Mississippi back road seemed to be a
common occurrence), and these stories also revealed the hard
work and dedication of those who worked on the program in
its formative years. I was impressed to learn that several of the
instructors (now called facilitators), who conduct the
classes around the state, had been with the program
from almost the beginning. I also learned that a central
office staff of only four full-time people, along with
two field staff members, was able to efficiently operate
such a large program.  In 2004, we had thirty-six sites scattered
all over the state, more than eighty part-time instructors,
and more than 9,000 enrollees. It was obvious that those who
had led the development of MASEP through the years had
very strong organizational skills.
As I learned more about MASEP, I found that it is a truly
unique program. Although all states have something similar
to MASEP, I am not aware of any other program in the
country that is University based. This gives MASEP many
advantages, not the least of which is access to the research
scientists at the SSRC. Over the years, many research projects

related to impaired driving and other highway safety issues have been conducted
by scientists at the SSRC, with several of these being recognized nationally and
internationally for their work. Much of the curriculum developed for use in MASEP
classes reflects the work of SSRC researchers. This allows MASEP to develop a curriculum
specifically for its unique population.
The original MASEP curriculum, written
by Jim Landrum in 1972, was based on the
1970s idea that the first-time DUI
“As with all successful programs, the
offender was typically a social drinker who
strength of MASEP is in its people. Without
just needed more knowledge in order to
separate his drinking behavior from his
caring, dedicated, and just plain harddriving behavior. As more was learned
working people, MASEP would not be the
about the impaired driver, it became clear
that this was not the case. First time DUI
special program that it is today.”
offenders were found to have much more
chronic problems with drinking than was
previously thought. Not surprisingly, it
was also found that many DUI offenders had numerous other problems. Most notably,
many were found to be depressed at a significant level. This all led to a major change in
the MASEP curriculum.
In early 1987, the MASEP staff began work on The MASEP Curriculum Development
Project that was funded by a grant from the Governor’s Highway Safety Program (GHSP).
The new curriculum, which was implemented in MASEP classes in January 1989, bore
little resemblance to the original curriculum. The old lecture format was gone, and the
program was now mostly based on group interaction. While there were many difficulties
to work through during the development and implementation of this project, the
resulting program was a much improved one.
As time passed, the facilitators and the MASEP staffers began to notice changes in the
participants who were being ordered by court to attend the class. More people were
being convicted of “DUI (Other),” meaning that the cause of the driver’s impairment was
not alcohol but rather another drug. In many cases, the abused drug was a prescription
medication. This made it more difficult to assess the offender’s substance use and to give
him/her accurate feedback which could be used to make decisions regarding changes in
drinking/drug use behavior. While the curriculum in use did address the use of drugs
other than alcohol, it was agreed that more should be done. This issue, along with a
change in demographics (more women were being ordered to the classes), suggested the
need for another curriculum revision. Work on this project began in 2007.
The resulting version of the curriculum, which was implemented in 2008 and is the Fourth
Edition, was developed under the direction of the MASEP Research Coordinator Dr.
Angela Robertson and was funded by a grant from the Mississippi Office of Highway
Safety. Other SSRC staffers who made major contributions to this project were
Dr. Patricia Dill, Kathleen Gresham, Alyson Karges, and Humphrey Costello. In
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response to an increase in the use of drugs other than alcohol, this edition contains more
information on other drugs, including prescription medications. This latest edition also
includes activities designed to improve the participants’ decision making and behavioral
skills so that those who decide to make a change in their drinking/drug use behavior will
have a better chance of achieving long-term success.
As with all successful programs, the strength of MASEP is in its people. Without caring,
dedicated, and just plain hard-working people, MASEP would not be the special program
that it is today. Dr. Art Cosby, the SSRC’s director since 1985, has consistently and
enthusiastically supported MASEP as a valued unit of the Center. The many fine people
who have worked in either the research or the operations unit over the years have refused
to do things the easy way; rather, they have insisted that things be done the right way.
And, of course, the facilitators and assistant facilitators who actually conduct the classes
and have personal interaction with the participants are the real heroes.
One of the most enjoyable parts of my job is that I get to meet and work with so many
fine people across the state. MASEP is a vital part of Mississippi’s efforts to improve the
safety of its citizens as they travel on the state’s roads and highways. This gives us the
opportunity to work with agencies such as the Mississippi Department of Public Safety,
city and county law enforcement agencies, municipal and justice courts, and others, all of
which have the same goal in mind—a safer Mississippi. It is my good fortune to be a part
of this program.
With that in mind, I would like to relate the following story. In the spring of 2005,
Sharon Kittrell and I were attending a meeting of the Mississippi Association of Chiefs
of Police. Sharon was then MASEP’s Field Specialist for South Mississippi, and Billy
Brister had been hired about six months earlier as the Field Specialist for North
Mississippi.
Sharon and I were talking with Bobby Earnhart, who worked
for the Office of Highway Safety, a division of the Mississippi Department of
Public Safety, and was a long-time friend of Billy’s. Bobby was telling us about
talking with Billy about his new job with MASEP. Bobby said, “I’ll tell you
one thing; Billy really likes his job.” My immediate response was, “Well he ought to. He’s
got one of the three best jobs in America.” Bobby gave me a strange look, and I said,
“Sharon and I have the other two.”

Visit MASEP’s Web site at:
www.masep.org
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MASEP Class Locations
(2)

(3)

“From its humble beginnings,
MASEP has grown into a state-wide
program operating at forty-one sites from
Corinth to Picayune and Southaven to
Pascagoula.”
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The MASEP Magi
By: Jim Landrum

Research Fellow & Associate Research Professor, MASEP, SSRC
I am fortunate enough to have worked in the SSRC for close to
thirty years. These years were full and overflowing with contacts
from a large number of people from every background and
profession, from every corner of the state of Mississippi.   As
you would suspect, these years were also filled with a myriad of
memorable experiences, many of which are amusing.
I have been involved with a number of projects, all of which
entailed extensive travel around the state. I spent many days
traveling with some very delightful and colorful colleagues.
There is no way to list all the people with whom I worked and
traveled, so I am only going to share a very narrow window of
some typical trips.   One such memorable person is Mike
Photo courtesy of Jim Landrum
Lightsey. I use Mike as an example because we both share one
trait: neither of us have any sense of direction. While this may
seem like a problem from one viewpoint, it can also be very valuable from another. For instance, we saw much more
of Mississippi than would have been possible otherwise. Let me describe a portion of one such trip that was typical
of a number of the other trips. (I am told that Mike’s dogs try to hide prior to hunting trips for fear of being lost.)  
Lest I stray too far, let me describe one such erstwhile trip from Vicksburg to Starkville after an annual MASEP meeting
in Vicksburg.  Our mission, given to us by Sue Snow, was to not get Ron home too soon because she had planned a
surprise birthday party for him.  Let the trip begin. Ron Snow, Mike, and I left Vicksburg following the close of the
annual meeting. What a wonderful and exciting opportunity to explore new parts of Mississippi! (Take out your
map and travel with us. By the way, neither Mike, Ron, nor I agree on the details of where we went and at this time in
life, we are not blessed with total recall).
We left Vicksburg with all the excitement of a Lewis and Clark expedition. In a short period of time, we had
crossed Steele Bayou and swung by Abemarle, Chotard, and Eagle Lakes. We even found a community named New
Brunswick. From there, we headed toward Glen Allen, Mississippi, to see the home of one of the people campaigning
for governor. Now the daring part of the trip began.
It is not easy to get to Starkville directly from Glen Allen, but we had seen signs pointing to the Yazoo National
Wildlife Refuge. We could travel on the Yazoo refuge express road. The opportunity to see something new, as well

Enriching lives through
alcohol safety education
as enjoy nature, literally leaped at us, so off we went. Now, everyone knows that going through such a place is
sometimes not as straightforward as it might appear, and indeed, this was the case. I thought we would never get
out of there. We finally saw some sunlight peering through the trees and found a highway that put us close to a
place called Panther Burn, Mississippi.  There was a Panther Burn Swamp, but we decided to save that visit for yet
another day. None of us are sure how we got home from there, but by the time we arrived in Starkville, we were at
least two hours late for the party. We did our job much too well.  Sue did not forgive us for a long, long time.
Then, there was the time that Mike, while trying to reach St. Louis, ended up in Oklahoma. Are you surprised?
Much of our traveling was done to visit and train judges in how to refer DUI offenders. There are many, many stories
of what went on in some courts. For example, two vignettes, not actually witnessed by myself, have nonetheless
become lodged in my memory. Perhaps they are apocryphal, but they ring true to a number of my experiences in
some Mississippi courts. I’ll let you decide.
The first one goes this way: Judge to the defendant, “How do you plead?” “Not guilty your honor,” responded the
defendant. The judge leaned over and replied “Oh, you are, too.”
Then in another court, there was a defendant who pleaded “not guilty,” subsequently was tried, found guilty, and fined
for contempt of court.
These experiences provide a slice of the color and richness of working in many different locations with many
colorful and dedicated persons. I invite you to take the time and put into writing some of the experiences and stories
of your work with the SSRC. Perhaps we can compile an anthology of people and places in the wonderful and varied
state of Mississippi.

“I am fortunate enough to have
worked in the SSRC for close to thirty
years... These years were filled with
a myriad of memorable experiences,
many of which are amusing.”
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SSRC Research Contributions
to the University:
Pathfinders Project
By: Dr. David McMillen
By the mid-1980s, the Social Science Research Center
(SSRC) had become truly interdisciplinary.  A variety of social
scientists were engaged in projects that might actually
have an impact on people’s lives. Today, the SSRC remains
committed to this type of research. An emphasis on practical
social science has a great appeal to me, so I looked for
opportunities to become more involved in the Center’s projects
and activities.   In the years since 1988, I have been able to
direct or work at the SSRC on a variety of externally funded
projects, as well as internal projects aimed at improving
the University community.   Of the internal projects, the
“Pathfinders Project” is the one I have been most involved in.   

Dr. David McMillen
Research Fellow, SSRC
Professor of Psychology, MSU

Dr. McMillen’s research areas have
included personality and behavioral
characteristics of alcohol impaired drivers,
intervention strategies with alcohol impaired
drivers, factors affecting use of safety belts,
and strategies for increasing safety belt use.
Since 1998, he has focused on factors
associated with college graduation and
academic success.   He is the director of the
“Pathfinders” research and intervention
program designed to improve freshman
academic performance and retention at MSU.  
Previously, Dr. McMillen’s projects have
included “Reasons Motorists Do Not
Wear Safety Belts: A Roadside SurveyTelephone Interview Study” and “Trends in
Drinking, Drug Use, and Driving Among U.S.
Teenagers.”
He has been a nominee for the Center
of Advanced Study at Stanford University
and the Associate Director of the Center for
Research on Learning and Teaching at the
University of Michigan. Dr. McMillen has a
doctorate in psychology from the University
of Texas.
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I began conducting retention research in 1996.  Coincidentally,
in 1996, Ralph Powe, Vice President for Research at MSU,
asked Dr. Art Cosby if the SSRC would be willing and
interested in studying factors influencing freshman retention
at MSU.   The time had arrived when MSU, along with many
other Universities, was concerned about such things as
graduation rates and student retention. It quickly became
apparent that the information needed to determine factors
which predict retention was not available in University
records.   Either it was never available or had not been saved
in a usable form.   Around the same time, I was teaching a
graduate-level research methods course.   A graduate student
named Ty Abernathy wrote a research proposal concerning the
relationship between freshman orientation and freshman
retention to the sophomore year. His idea was interesting to
me, but I thought it could be broadened to study freshman
grades and retention in relation to a variety of personal, social,
and academic factors. Ty and I decided that we had the interest
and therefore wanted to commit the time to retention research.  
I recruited another graduate student, John Edwards, and during
the next two years, we studied freshman retention at MSU.
I talked with Walter Newsom, the faculty athletic representative,
and David Boles, Associate Athletic Director.  These individuals
had worked effectively for a number of years on improving
athletic performance and graduation rates of student athletes.  

Consequently, MSU was, and continues to be, one of the few Division I-A Universities
with a higher graduation rate for athletes than the general student population.   I was
interested in what the Athletic Department was doing that might apply to students in
general.  The advice I got was basic: get the students to attend class regularly, and intervene
when attendance declines.   While this advice may seem absurdly simple, the published
research on student retention tended to ignore the issue of attendance.  
Although the upper administration of MSU had displayed no particular concern until
this point regarding freshman retention, I was pleased to find that substantial concern
had existed for some time among others in the university community.   Every faculty
member, department or division head, and staff person whom I contacted went out of
their way to be helpful.  I believe their helpful attitude occurred because people thought
the issue was important, the research strategy was sound, and the Social Science Research
Center was credible.  The process of identifying factors that have a significant impact on
freshman grades and retention was complicated, time consuming, and involved many
segments of the University providing information not normally collected or, if collected,
not easily accessed.  A substantial number of individuals and offices assisted voluntarily.
This was not a top-down process; people helped because they were willing and because
they saw merit in the project.  The assistance was real, and it involved commitment of time
and resources without charge.  During the first two years of the project, we were assisted
by staff in planning, evaluation, and institutional effectiveness.  The staff actively involved
in the project include John O’Bannon and others in the Computing Center; Jim Abraham
in Enrollment Services; David Boles and Larry Templeton of the Athletic Department;
and Roy Ruby and Gene Tice in Student Affairs.   Together, we were able to assemble
information never examined before at MSU, or anywhere else as far as we could determine.  
The research findings included several primary conclusions:
1) The first two months of the freshman year are critical to future academic
performance and retention.
2) By far, the best predictor of GPA after one, two, and three years in college
is the first semester mid-term grades.
3) Class absences are the best early indicator that a freshman is at risk.
4) Two factors, first semester mid-term grades and first semester mid-term
absences, are more important than ACT scores, high school grades,

Absences and Freshman Year GPA for 2008
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personality traits, demographic characteristics, enrichment programs
for freshmen, social life, and a host of other factors that are frequently
utilized in predicting grades, retention, and graduation.
In January of 1998, Malcolm Portera became president of MSU.  Before he was selected
as president, he made it clear that
student
retention,
graduation
rates, and improved academic
performance were areas that he
believed the University could and
should improve.  After he and David
Cole, who was subsequently named
Provost, arrived at MSU, they
became aware of the SSRC retention
project. They believed the project
had merit and offered a practical
and
effective
approach
to
improving freshman retention
and academic performance.   In
1998 and 1999, the Office of the
Provost funded the “Freshman
Retention Research Project” at
the SSRC. In addition, both the
president and the provost actively
assisted in the intervention with
freshmen.

Six-Year Graduation Rates

Working with the University groups
that had helped us earlier, and with
the support provided by the Provost,
we acted on our research findings
and began intervention in the fall
of 1998. The basic elements of the
intervention are:

“In the last seven years, over 1,000 more
freshmen have graduated from MSU in six years
than would have under the graduation rates
existing prior to the implementation of
Pathfinders.”

62

1) Emphasizing to students
and parents during freshman
orientation the critical roles
regular class attendance and
contact with instructors play in
attaining academic success.
2) Emphasizing these points in a
personal letter to parents of
freshmen from the president of
MSU.  
3) Having faculty that teach
freshmen record attendance at each

class meeting throughout the semester (beginning attendance taking the first day of class
was crucial in identifying problems early).
4)   Having faculty report to the project staff any freshman missing two or more classes in
the first eight weeks of the semester.  For the remainder of the semester, the faculty were
asked to report freshmen that they believed to have developed an attendance problem.  
5)    Using project staff and resident advisors (RAs) to contact freshmen who were reported
for missing class.
In a positive and constructive manner, the importance of class attendance is emphasized
to the student. Students are also encouraged to contact their instructors concerning
academic difficulties.  

Noteworthy Findings

The intervention phase of the project required a greater commitment of resources. Those
who had been involved before contributed more, and assistance from others was sought.  
The SSRC supplied office space, computers, systems support, and general infrastructure
for the project; however, it was desirable to have Ty Abernathy’s office near the students.  
David Boles and Larry Templeton provided an office, computer, and telephone for Ty in the
Athletic Academics center on campus.    
To reach the freshmen, we had excellent cooperation from Jim Abraham and Kristi
Brown in Enrollment Services and Ed Grandpre and his staff in Residence Life; thus, we
were able to begin working with the freshmen during orientation and continue the
process in the residence halls using resident advisors after the semester began.   Butch
Stokes and others in the Registrar’s Office worked with us to rapidly identify the
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admitted freshmen who were actually on campus and attending classes at the beginning of
the semester.
Further comment is warranted regarding people who were involved in this project.   Ty
Abernathy and John Edwards were ideal people to participate in the retention project.  
John’s computer knowledge is extensive.  He was able to design procedures for organizing
the vast amounts of information we collected.   He was also able to design a Web site
and method of reporting absences that made it easy for faculty.   Ty was outstanding in
working with RAs and directly with students.  His enthusiasm and upbeat attitude were
contagious, and he had a knack for impressing upon students, in a positive way, the need
for class attendance.   Though these two individuals were primarily responsible for the
successful implementation of the intervention program, they had a lot of help from other
individuals in many departments and divisions of MSU.  

Six Year Graduation Data
1997-2000

In the ten years since we began Pathfinders, both John and Ty have completed their
doctoral degrees.   John is now the Director of the Wolfgang Frese Survey Research
Laboratory at the SSRC.   He is still involved with Pathfinders and provides assistance
when needed.  His technical expert position on Pathfinders has been filled for the last four
years by Nell Valentine.   Nell also handles personal contact with freshmen not living in
residence halls.   Ty Abernathy is still in charge of the Pathfinders intervention with oncampus freshmen.  Ty works closely with the Director of Housing, Ann Bailey, and her
staff.  Ann was a graduate student working with Gene Tice when Pathfinders began; she
has remained involved and helpful to Pathfinders.  Ty also teaches classes in the College
of Education.
The success of the project has amazed me even though I expected it to work.   Our
freshman to sophomore retention rate has increased from 76% to 85%, and the six-year
graduation rate has increased from 50% to 60%.  The average freshman year GPA has risen
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from 2.5 to 2.8.  These changes have taken place with the average ACT score of entering
freshmen remaining essentially the same.  
Mississippi State University has substantially higher retention and graduation rates than
any other state University in Mississippi.   Our rates compare favorably with peer land
grant and comprehension Universities who have entering freshmen with considerable
higher average ACT scores.  
In part, the success of
Pathfinders is due to
“The
resources
of
the
SSRC
in
the personal contact and
intervention we conduct
combination with the concern and assistance
with
freshmen
who
of numerous individuals and offices led to
miss classes.   However,
Pathfinders has changed
an innovative and successful means of improving
the culture at MSU
freshman academics.”
regarding the importance
of
class
attendance.  
This change may be as
important as the intervention.   Students and faculty regard regular class attendance as
much more important than they did ten years ago.  As the data have accumulated, faculty
support has grown.  When I began teaching in 1968, I firmly believed it was not my job
to monitor attendance.   However, years of experience have taught me that freshmen
benefit from attendance taking.  Our faculty seems to have reached a similar conclusion.  
The biggest adjustment for most college freshmen is probably not the higher academic
demands but rather the need to be personally responsible.  Most freshmen come from an
environment where they were told what to do and when to do it; however, the college
environment is quite different.   Attending class regularly in college requires personal
responsibility.  Pathfinders attempts to give a “wake-up call” to freshmen who miss class. In
our interventions, we try to encourage the importance of personal responsibility; the data
indicate that we have been somewhat successful in doing so.  In the last seven years, over
1,000 more freshmen have graduated from MSU in six years than would have under the
graduation rates existing prior to the implementation of Pathfinders.
The project was significant for MSU and the SSRC for distinct, but related, reasons.  First,
it resulted in improved freshman academic performance and retention at the university.  
Second, it demonstrated the effectiveness of cooperative, in-house efforts in addressing
university problems. The resources of the SSRC in combination with the concern and
assistance of numerous individuals and offices led to an innovative and successful means of
improving freshman academics.  
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Success that Makes a
Difference and Matters
By: Dr. Ty Abernathy

Research Associate II, SSRC
The Pathfinders program has significantly improved student
success at Mississippi State University (MSU) and, as a result,
the program has made a considerable difference at the
institution. The program has complemented the numerous
research efforts at the Social Science Research Center (SSRC)
to improve the lives and conditions of Mississippi and the
nation. The effectiveness of the program can be seen in the
increased freshman class cumulative GPA (from 2.5 to 2.8)
and in the decreased percentage of freshman students who
have class attendance problems (from 25% to 10%). The
most noteworthy statistics are the increased percentages in
freshman-to-sophomore retention rate (from 76% to 85%)
and overall student graduation rate (from 50% to 60%). Both percentages are high marks for MSU and the highest
among Mississippi’s state Universities. More college graduates will translate into a brighter tomorrow for the
Magnolia state.
The Pathfinders program has steadily grown under the direction of Dr. David McMillen. Dr. McMillen is a veteran
MSU faculty member and research scientist who understands efficiency and strategy. The director of the SSRC,
Dr. Arthur Cosby, has also been instrumental in the growth of the program. Dr. Cosby is a seasoned administrator
and researcher who has been accommodating and supportive, and has provided sound advice since the beginning of
the program. Both of these researchers understand the importance of a retention program being research based and
housed within a research facility. The success of the program is a direct result of their wisdom and work.
Many other offices within the University also have been helpful and have worked collaboratively with the Pathfinders
program. In fact, the program has been a catalyst for positive change as the University culture and mindset toward
the importance of class attendance has connected with students, faculty, and administrators. In addition, the
University community realizes and understands the value of attending class, each and every time.
MSU is “The People’s University” and the Pathfinders program is an excellent example of the institution providing

Enriching lives through
improving student retention
learning, service, and research to its students. I know that I am making a difference and that what I do matters, which
gives me a tremendous sense of personal conviction and commitment for my role in the retention process. I am
thankful for that passion and purpose because I know not everyone enjoys the same meaningfulness I consistently
do in my position. MSU is a special place, and the Pathfinders program has contributed to making it even more
special for the past decade.

“MSU is “The People’s University” and the Pathfinders
program is an excellent example of the institution providing
learning, service, and research to its students. I know that I am
making a difference and that what I do matters, which gives me a
tremendous sense of personal conviction and commitment for my
role in the retention process.”
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Showcase
The Gospel of
Classroom Attendance
By: Caleb Butts

Undergraduate/Graduate Research Assistant (2003-2007), SSRC
Research Associate (2007-2008), SSRC
My time at the SSRC has been an evolving process.   I had
no idea where it would take me.   I began at the SSRC as the
Pathfinders undergraduate academic assistant.   To be honest,
to say that I “began” working with the SSRC is more
a recognition of formal ties than an actual recognized
“beginning.”  Pathfinders was, to me, a means to an end; more
specifically, I received on-campus housing through the kindness
of the Office of Housing and Residence Life and a monthly
stipend to work with and for Dr. Ty Abernathy at Pathfinders.  
Pathfinders, which is an obviously ground-breaking  intervention
program that has dramatically improved freshmen retention
rates, freshman class GPAs, and six-year graduation rates, was a
little too big for a rising sophomore, who was just trying to make ends meet, to understand.  To me, Pathfinders was
receiving attendance reports from teachers, sending out weekly contact lists to Resident Assistants, and receiving those
same contact lists back with results.  There were also housekeeping duties, such as making flyers and posters, but I was
unable to see the real difference Pathfinders made in that two-tenths of a GPA point or that increase of five percentage
points in freshmen retention rates.
My second and third year, however, was when things really began to click.   Pathfinders continued to do well,
maintaining consistent freshmen retention rates and freshmen class GPAs and I finally saw the difference when 80%
of first-time freshmen stuck around for a sophomore year and when the GPA gap between students who had
attendance problems and those that did not continued to grow.   Suddenly, we were producing better students,
according to GPA measures, without measurable increases in ACT scores or even, perhaps, a slight decrease in ACT
scores.  I also began to understand how to better track our students using our software and was better able to “sell”
Pathfinders or, as Ty and I called it, “spread the gospel of classroom attendance.”  Our relationship with Residence Life
and individual Resident Assistants also improved, as did our relationships across campus.
After my undergraduate degree, I was looking to add more health care research experience to improve my application
for medical school while working on my graduate degree.  Pathfinders, after having provided a significant portion
of my undergraduate expenses, once again came through; Ty Abernathy introduced me to Dr. Lynne Cossman, a

Enriching lives through
the gospel of classroom attendance
medical sociologist and demographer at the SSRC who was studying physician work experiences and access to care
in Mississippi.  This resulted in a graduate assistantship with Dr. Cossman and, later, a full-time research associate
position with the SSRC.  Dr. Cossman and I also worked together to start the North East Mississippi Area Health
Education Center, which features the Mississippi Center for Health Workforce program.
It seems rare, to me, for students to have a lasting relationship with their University.  They might have friendships
with their classmates that remain from their time at Mississippi State, but it seems rare that many students have
lasting relationships with the people within the institution.  I think of myself as an exception, as I have been lucky
to interact with many individuals within the institutions that make up Mississippi State—the College of Arts and
Sciences, the Office of Admissions and Scholarships, Housing and Residence Life—but I know that the most
influential relationship I have had, the one that made all of the others possible, is my affiliation with the SSRC,
even when I did not know that I was working for them.  My development, both personal and professional, would not
have been possible without the influence of the people there, such as Dr. Ty Abernathy, Dr. David McMillen,
Dr. Lynne Cossman, and Dr. Art Cosby.  It seems a bit ironic to me that Pathfinders is a program which is designed
to help others reach their full potential by helping them identify the keys to success and knowing who to go to
while facing academic or personal challenges, especially when one of the people most affected was an academic
assistant who was taught the keys to success and knew where to go when facing academic and personal challenges
by faculty and staff that truly believed in their goal.  The development of careers and the changing of lives—both
within and outside of Pathfinders and the SSRC—is our greatest accomplishment, I feel.

“The development of careers and the changing of
lives—both within and outside of Pathfinders and the
SSRC—is our greatest accomplishment, I feel.”
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Showcase
Mississippi State’s Best
Bargain
By: Mike White

Dean of Students (1992-2009), MSU

Photo courtesy of Russ Houston, MSU University Relations

Dr. McMillen’s passion for helping students succeed had a
profound influence on my career as the Dean of Students
at Mississippi State University. David insisted that class
attendance was a better predictor of freshmen student success
than any other variable. According to him, it was a better
predictor than ACT/SAT scores, high school grades, and past
educational environments. His dogged determination in this
belief resulted in the development of the Pathfinders Program,
which required faculty to report absences of freshmen in
their classes. Reporting absences was, of course, the key to the
program. Fortunately, Dr. McMillen’s credibility with his
fellow faculty members was instrumental in convincing the vast
majority of faculty members to support the Pathfinder Program
by reporting freshmen absences.

The next component David addressed was determining the appropriate intervention and deciding who would actually
make contact with freshmen students that were reported for excessive absences. He sought and received assistance
from the division of Student Affairs, specifically from Housing and Residence Life. Resident Advisors—RAs
(upper-class students who are in charge of each floor in a residence hall) arranged a face-to-face meeting with each
freshman student who was reported for excessive absences. David instructed the RAs to take a low key approach in the
meeting. He suggested that they simply point out that the student had been reported for excessive absences, offer
appropriate assistance, and then listen very carefully to the student’s response. I know of many instances in which the
excessive absences were the result of a far greater problem that the student was experiencing. Often the RAs were able
to refer the distressed student for counseling or other services, such as those offered by the Learning Skills Center.
David explained that the student gains the perception that someone cares and has taken the time to make contact with
him/her. As a result, the student is no longer a lost ball in high weeds. Obviously, the program works as evidence by
the ten-year history of success.
From conversations with David and experience with three sons who attended and graduated from MSU during the

Enriching lives through
helping students succeed
time I served as Dean of Students, my office created a mentoring program for at-risk freshmen and other freshmen
who requested a mentor.  We asked faculty members and selected staff members to volunteer to meet one-on-one with
three to five students several times during the semester. The mentor provided the freshman a contact on campus,
someone he/she could call on to assist with navigating the system. The Mentoring Program used a philosophical
foundation similar to the Pathfinders Program. We believed that attending class was primary, and we wanted the
student to understand that he/she had a person on campus to call on whenever assistance or advice was needed.
The Pathfinders Program has endured the test of time. Unlike many seemingly innovative programs that wither on the
vine, this program grew stronger with each successful year. David had a vision and then created a program that will
continue for many years to come.   
Dr. David McMillen is an icon at MSU, and somewhat of a contradiction. His reputation is that of a stern taskmaster
and a demanding professor who has high expectations of students and staff. David would hardly be considered “warm
and fuzzy” by most who know him. However, I consider him to be one of the students’ best friends. Many students
owe the successful completion of their degree to David’s influence. The Pathfinders Program is uniquely David’s legacy.
He took a simple concept and developed a tool that increased retention and graduation rates in a time when other
Universities were spending large sums with little success. Pathfinders may well be the best bargain MSU will see for a
long time.

“The Pathfinders Program has endured the test
of time. Unlike many seemingly innovative programs
that wither on the vine, this program grew stronger
with each successful year. David had a vision and
then created a program that will continue for many
years to come.”
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The Mississippi Poll:
Providing Students
Class Education

a

World-

By: Dr. Stephen D. Shaffer

Dr. Stephen D. Shaffer
Research Fellow, SRU, SSRC
Professor of Political Science, MSU

Shaffer’s research focuses on American
Politics, specializing in Mississippi politics
and public opinion polling. He received
his Ph.D. from Ohio State University, and
has been at MSU since 1979. He directs the
Mississippi Poll, a statewide public opinion poll conducted every two years. Shaffer
has won a number of outstanding teaching
awards, including the Outstanding Honors
Professor, the College of Arts and Sciences
Paideia award, and Outstanding Political
Science Professor on five occasions. He
maintains a national reputation in research,
having coauthored the books Mississippi
Government and Politics and the awardwinning Politics in the New South:
Representation of African Americans in Southern State Legislatures, and published in such
recognized journals as American Journal of
Political Science, Western Political Quarterly,
and Social Science Quarterly. Shaffer has also
been principal investigator of the Mississippi
subcontract for two NSF grants that have
studied Southern Grassroots Party Activists.
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In the 1950s, the University of Michigan pioneered the
National Election Study (NES), which now consists of national
opinion polls conducted every two years.   The study shows
what Americans’ political attitudes are and how they have
changed over the years. In the 1970s, the University of Chicago
pioneered the General Social Survey (GSS), national opinion
polls that are now conducted nearly every year.   The GSS
provides a picture of how Americans have changed over the
years in their attitudes on social issues. In 1981, Mississippi
State University joined this elite group of Universities when
I pioneered a state opinion poll for Mississippi, which, by the
turn of the century, combined questions on both political and
social issues, permitting students and professors to study how
our state has changed over the past three decades.
The Mississippi Poll is an ambitious project that has drawn on
the expert assistance of the SSRC’s professional staff, which
ranges from sociologists to educational psychologists, and on
the expertise of MSU’s Department of Political Science and
Public Administration’s faculty, undergraduate students,
and graduate students. To date, we have interviewed 10,878
Mississippians in seventeen different years, beginning in 1981
and stretching up to 2008. Like the well known NES and GSS
projects, the Mississippi Poll has features that help students
learn how to use a sophisticated computerized statistical
program like SPSS to study people’s values. In our case,
though, we have sought to better serve the needs of our state by
focusing on how Mississippians’ social and political attitudes
affect each other and their behavior, as well as to examine how
our state’s social and political climate has changed in the new
century. My Mississippi Poll Web site includes a guide for any
MSU researcher using the combined or pooled dataset that
shows the many issues that are covered in most years. It also
includes a guide that lists every question ever asked in any of
the seventeen polls so that a researcher can examine such a
“special” topic by using that original, single-year dataset. Such
user-friendly guides and a pooled dataset are innovations that
I implemented at the turn of the century.  They allow students

to better test their hypotheses of how social and political attitudes affect people’s actions
by using a larger dataset over a multi-year time frame, which enhances accuracy by reducing
their sample error.
Again, such features
are state-of-the-art
in academe and thus,
permit MSU students
to earn glowing letters
of recommendations
for whatever career
path they seek.
My students and
colleagues learn a lot
of interesting things
about
Mississippi
by working with
the poll. Given the
South’s racial history,
I was not surprised
to learn that African
Americans are not
quite as satisfied with
the quality of life
in Mississippi as are
whites.   Given the
views of academics
outside of our state
“In 1981, Mississippi State University joined this elite
that
Mississippi
group of Universities when I pioneered a state opinion poll
women lack many
opportunities
of
for Mississippi, which, by the turn of the century, combined
women in other
questions on both political and social issues, permitting
states, I was surprised
that the Mississippi
students and professors to study how our state has changed over
Poll showed that
the past three decades.”
men and women
were equally satisfied
with life in their
state. To learn why women in the Magnolia state are not as unhappy as pundits
from northern states believe they should be, I sought wisdom from one of our
administrative assistants: “Well, it goes back to GRITS,” she explained. “Grits,” I thought,
“You mean the food?” “No,” she replied, “It’s Girls Raised In The South.” She then related
all of the strengths of the state that some “scholars” and the media tend to downplay, such
as friendly neighbors, a more relaxed lifestyle, good food, less crime, a milder climate (in
winter), and more religious values. Her response fortified me in my reintroduction of
many sociological questions in the poll near the turn of the century, which measures some
of these basic lifestyle concerns.
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Despite the successes of the Mississippi Poll project, polling in general faces some great
challenges. Americans are so busy nowadays that most say they do not have the time to
answer a fifteen-minute survey, and some will punctuate their refusals with expletives! A
common sight among my student interviewees, which we have all come to joke about, is
the interviewer beginning the phone interview with, “Hello. My name is Jim, and I’m
calling from Mississippi State University. We’re doing a survey about important issues
facing our state, and we’d appreciate a few minutes of your time….. Hello….Hello?” Some
of the doodling the student interviewers do on their scratch paper is hilarious. Most
recently, one student had drawn a happy face and written, “Remember. Be nice,
even if they’re mean!” Another female student, taking on the persona of poor
Cinderella dreaming of a happier
life, had drawn a princess. I
collected such “art work” at
“The best thing about the Mississippi Poll
the end of the night and would
sometimes give them back to
from my standpoint is working with the students...
different interviewers who also
Thanks to their dedication, we always complete the
needed some comic relief. Even
with the growing national problem
Mississippi Poll ahead of schedule.”
of rising refusal rates, our student
interviewers do a great job of
gaining the confidence of people
that they have never met and getting them to be completely honest about their views.
Indeed, one respondent recently, when asked whether she favored tougher penalties for
certain crimes, blurted out honestly, “Heck no. My kid has spent enough time in jail!”
The best thing about the Mississippi Poll from my standpoint is working with the students.
Whenever I hear complaints about the quality of interviewers from academic polling
directors in other states, I am always able to brag about MSU’s students. Indeed, my students
are so work-oriented that they never voluntarily “take a break.” After two hours of nonstop work, I always end up telling them to take a ten minute break. Thanks to their
dedication, we always complete the Mississippi Poll ahead of schedule. The students are
such high-achievers that instead of partying after getting out of class early, they turn to
other studies or work that they have. Most recently, the class that does my polling, Political
Analysis, was so strong that I made the final exam optional, not wanting to waste their time.
I have found it interesting to follow the career accomplishments of my student pollsters.
Student interviewers of past polls now include such notable alumni as a College Board
member and a former Lieutenant Governor, and I am sure the most recent group, which
includes the national collegiate winner of the television program Jeopardy, also has some
exciting times ahead!
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“Given the views of academics outside of our state
that Mississippi women lack many opportunities of
women in other states, I was surprised that the Mississippi
Poll showed that men and women were equally satisfied
with life in their state.”
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The Legacy of
Dr. Marion “Red”
Loftin
By: Dr. Arthur G. Cosby

Director, SSRC, MSU
William L. Giles Distinguished Professor

Photo courtesy of Russ Houston, MSU University Relations

Dr. Marion “Red” Loftin pictured in his office.

“In all of these roles, he
led, promoted, and nurtured the
development of social sciences
across our campus.”

Marion T. “Red” Loftin has had a profound
impact on the development of the social sciences
at Mississippi State University.   In addition to
his record as a talented and productive social
science professor, he also served as Head of the
Department of Sociology, Dean of the Graduate
School, and Vice President for Research and
Graduate Studies.   In all of these roles, he led,
promoted, and nurtured the development of
social sciences across our campus.   Upon his
death in 1997, Dr. Loftin left an estate gift to
the University that is specifically devoted to
the support of talented graduate students in
sociology.   His gift provides fellowships and
other support for graduate students at the Social
Science Research Center that Dr. Loftin helped
develop almost a half century before.   The fund
provides a margin of excellence for students,
allowing them experiences and opportunities
that would not otherwise be possible.   His
legacy continues through the research and
accomplishments of numerous social science
students at the University.  

Enriching lives through
fellowship opportunities
“Marion T. “Red” Loftin
has had a profound impact on
the development of the social
sciences at Mississippi State
University.”
Pictured to the left and below:
Dr. Marion “Red” Loftin, former Head of the
Department of Sociology, Dean of the Graduate School,
and Vice President for Research and Graduate Studies at
Mississippi State University

Photo courtesy of Russ Houston, MSU University Relations

“The fund provides a
margin of excellence for students,
allowing them experiences and
opportunities that would not
otherwise be possible.”
Photo courtesy of Russ Houston, MSU University Relations
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The Cosby Show
By: Dr. Mike Adams
I decided to become a college professor after taking a couple of
courses under David L. McMillen, so it was natural that I would
take a teaching assistantship working for David while I was
earning my master’s in psychology. But when I decided to enter
MSU’s Ph.D. program in sociology, David insisted I get some
research experience at the SSRC.
It’s hard to believe it was ever possible for someone to get all the
way into the last semester of a master’s program without taking
a single computer class, but I managed to do so back in 1989.  
So in 1990, when I got my first SSRC assistantship working
under Melvin Ray, I had some catching up to do. Thankfully,
Mel had already hired a gifted graduate assistant named Craig
Robertson. He was a year ahead of me in the Ph.D. program, and
he was more like a mentor to me than a fellow research assistant.
Photo courtesy of Dr. Mike Adams

Dr. Mike Adams

Research Assistant/Associate (1990-3), SSRC
Associate Professor, Department of Sociology
and Criminology, UNC-Wilmington
After obtaining an associate’s degree in
psychology from San Jacinto College, Mike
Adams came to MSU, where he finished his
B.A. and went on to pursue a master’s in psychology.  After graduate school, Adams stayed
at MSU to study sociology/criminology.
Upon getting his doctorate in 1993,
Adams was hired by UNC-Wilmington to
teach in the criminal justice program. Adams
has received the Faculty Member of the Year
award at UNC-Wilmington twice.
After his involvement in a well-publicized
free speech controversy in the wake of the 911
terror attacks, Adams became a vocal critic of
the diversity movement in academia. After
making appearances on shows like Hannity
and Colmes & The O’Reilly Factor, Adams
was asked to write a column for Townhall.
com.
Adams has published two books, Welcome
to the Ivory Tower of Babel and Feminists Say
the Darndest Things: A Politically Incorrect
Professor Confronts “Womyn” On Campus.
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Eventually, Craig and I were promoted to the position of
research associate. Craig was running a race discrimination
project. I was overseeing an evaluation of Mississippi’s multijurisdictional drug task forces. We started to handle some bigger
data sets we had purchased for work on the grants. We were
both wise enough to use them for our doctoral dissertations.
In the process of working with these data sets, we had the
pleasure of working with Jon Carr. He was, and is, one of the
most gifted chip-heads I’ve ever met. “Chip-head” is the name
we gave the computer geeks working at the SSRC. Craig and
I made sure to use the term to the chip-heads’ faces, not just
behind their backs.
From time to time, either Craig or I had to call Jon into the
office we shared. Jon would pitch a fit when we called him in—
throwing his arms above his head and exclaiming, not really
asking, “What did you break now?!”
But it was just an act. Jon wanted to make sure people didn’t call
him into their offices too often, so he threw a minor fit when
they did. Actually, I shouldn’t call it a “fit.” It’s called operant
conditioning. I guess I really did learn something getting that
master’s in psychology. And I sure did learn something every
time Jon sat down at the computer next to me. He was a
wonderful teacher and a great friend to boot. (Please pardon the
pun).
One of the great things about being a project director was that

Craig and I were allowed to go to staff meetings. During our first staff meeting we were
pretty reserved. We just sat back and listened to Jim Landrum talk about his days in the
Army.  But by the second meeting, Craig and I were feeling at home, so I asked Jim to tell
us some more Army stories. Specifically, I asked him what it was like serving during the
Civil War. That got a great laugh from everyone including Art Cosby. I knew I had found
a great place to work where I could share a few laughs while learning skills that would help
me after graduation.
Working at the SSRC was also great because I had a chance to plod along on my
dissertation for at least a portion of every afternoon. When I would mess something up I
would crumple a page and toss it through the Nerf basketball hoop mounted behind
Craig’s desk.
I remember one time—when it
“I never would have gotten anywhere in
appeared he was concentrating on his
life without the opportunities given to me by the
work—Craig suddenly leapt out of
his chair and blocked one of my shots
SSRC. But when I finally did, Art Cosby gave all
just before it went through the hoop.
the credit to someone else. I really think that says
I jumped out of my chair and grabbed
the crumpled piece of paper off the
it all.”
floor. I went straight for the hoop. But,
unfortunately, I stepped on the cable
attaching Craig’s monitor to his CPU. Craig turned and stabilized the monitor just before
it went crashing onto the floor. Thank God he saved it just in time. It was one of those
fancy 486 computers we were sure would be around for decades.
Just as we were about to get back to work, we heard a knock on the door. It was Art Cosby
and some woman we had never seen before. It turns out she was a state auditor. When Art
introduced us to the woman, we were red faced and gasping from our near mishap with
the computer monitor. We were also trying to fight back the laughter. On his way out of
the office, Art shot us a look saying “I don’t know what the hell you guys were doing, but I
know it wasn’t work.”
A few weeks later, I got a job teaching at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington.
Art stopped me in the hall just after I got the job. I thought he was going to congratulate
me. Instead he said, “I hear you do a good impression of me.”
I was busted. Over my three years as a research assistant and associate at the SSRC, I had
mastered impersonations of nearly all my co-workers. And the word had gotten back to
Cosby. So, at my going away party, everyone gathered around in a circle while I roasted
them instead of them roasting me.
Ten years later, I came home to check my email after an interview on the O’Reilly Factor.
When I did, I noticed one from Arthur G. Cosby. I opened it up and read the following:
“It’s obvious they are doing something right in the graduate program in sociology.”
I never would have gotten anywhere in life without the opportunities given to me by the
SSRC. But when I finally did, Art Cosby gave all the credit to someone else. I really think
that says it all.
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Perceptions and Predictors:
Examining Stalking Behavior
By: Dr. H. Colleen Sinclair
Fresh out of my undergraduate degree in 1996, I first became
involved in research on stalking when I went to work as
a research assistant with Dr. Irene Hanson Frieze at the
University of Pittsburgh.  At the time, the term “stalking” was
new to the American lexicon.  The first stalking law had been
passed in 1990, and it was only in 1999 that all states adopted
similar legislation.   Although stalking might have been a
new crime, it wasn’t a new behavior, and having worked in
battered women’s shelters since I was fourteen years old, I had
seen the behavior first hand – we just didn’t have a name for it.

Photo courtesy of Megan Bean, MSU University Relations

Dr. H. Colleen Sinclair
Assistant Research Professor and Research
Fellow, SSRC

Dr. Sinclair’s interpersonal relationship
research falls into two categories: 1) intimate
violence and 2) social networks.   Sinclair’s
research on intimate violence has primarily
focused on perceptions and predictors
of stalking behavior.   In the interest of
preventing future violence, she believes
the study of stalking provides us with an
opportunity to recognize warning signs that
precede attacks and potentially intervene.  
Sinclair’s research investigates how we see
stalking, the source of these perceptions,
and, in the future, will hopefully also examine means to change attitudes that inhibit
the successful prosecution of stalking cases.  
Sinclair is interested in applying theoretical
models of aggression to see how
personological and environmental factors
contribute to the perpetration of stalking
behavior.
Recently, Sinclair’s research focus has
shifted to include the influence social
networks have on relationship initiation,
maintenance, and demise.  

80

I am drawn to stalking research because I feel that if we can
understand predictors and perceptions of stalking behavior,
we can potentially intervene in an aggressive relationship before
it escalates to physical violence or murder.  Researchers estimate
that many women murdered by their spouses were stalked
prior to their deaths.   If we could intervene, applying stalking
laws and developing our understanding of predictors of
stalking behavior, then these deaths could be preventable.  
However, at this time, stalking is poorly understood.  Popular
conceptions of stalking often cast it as the insignificant actions
of a love-struck suitor.  These sentiments can often be echoed in
the courtroom where stalking cases, especially relational stalking
cases, are not taken seriously.  
The aims of my research projects on stalking are: 1) to examine
perceptions of stalking in the populace, media, and legal
system, and 2) to examine predictors of stalking behavior.   I
have found enthusiastic support for this program of research at
the Social Science Research Center.  I joined the Center in the
spring of 2008 and have been happy to find a home for applied
research.

Sample Findings from Perceptions of Stalking Research
“It is one thing for a man to know that stalking is wrong, but it
is another for him to realize that his private persistent pursuit
behaviors cross the line.”
These were the words spoken by a judge to the court when
rendering his decision in a case where a police officer was

dismissed from service in Brooklyn Park, Minnesota.  This police officer was suspended
without pay after over twenty women had come forward alleging inappropriate
behavior.   The behavior primarily involved finding young women at malls or high
school football games and then following them to pull them over for alleged traffic
violations.   However, the real purpose
was to get their driver’s license
information and then use that
information to call them or drive by
their homes.  In one call, he described to
a young woman what the interior of her
bathroom looked like even though he
had never been invited inside her home.  
She was the first to file a complaint.  
Despite the testimony of these
women, the judge dismissed the
case and had the officer reinstated
to the force with full back pay.  
The judge’s comments when giving his
judgment highlight the difficulty that
plagues our understanding of stalking
behavior.   How do we draw the line
between courtship persistence and
stalking?
“Isn’t stalking just a romantic comedy with
an ugly dude?”—Web blog

“This graph depicts the discrepancy
between case severity (highest in the romantic
acquaintance case - depicted by the red line)
and case sentence (blue line) as scored in our
stalking case coding project.”

If we were to take our lead from the
media, “stalking” would only exist
when some stranger or ex-partner made
death threats, abducted someone, or
killed the pets.  The rest of the instances
-Dr. H. Colleen Sinclair
of unwanted pursuit are romantic,
comedic, or both.  Further, these pursuits
are rarely truly “unwanted” as the target
of the pursuit often “comes around” or was really just playing hard to get all along.  And so,
the thin line between love and hate gets further blurred.  
Part of our research program is to study just how much the media contributes to
our conceptions of courtship persistence and stalking.   There is ample psychological
research showing that the media has considerable impact on our attitudes about
a range of human behaviors—from helpful behaviors, to harmful ones.   However,
while the research has provided considerable evidence that violent media shapes
our aggressive behavior, less is known about how the media affects our attitudes
about relationships. Yet, if we are interested in understanding the underpinnings of
relationship aggression, we need to understand more than just our attitudes about
aggression, but also our attitudes about relationships.  
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In the Media Coding Project, we examine samples of prime-time television shows and
award-winning movies, and take special sub-samples of romance movies.   We then code
the movies featuring “unrequited” attractions to see how often, for example, stalking-like
behaviors (e.g., waiting outside someone’s home, secretly videotaping, calling even when
the target said “no”) are portrayed as 1) romantic, 2) funny, 3) successful, and 4) secretly
wanted.   More often than not (in over 70% of romance-themed media and over onethird of all randomly selected media), these unwanted pursuits are portrayed as all of
these things, especially when the pursuer is male and the primary target audience is
adolescents.
“I’ve learned…you cannot make someone love you. All you can do is stalk them and hope they
panic and give in…”—Internet joke
So what are people learning from these media messages?   Our future research will
endeavor to draw a direct connection between exposure to these pervasive media images
and tolerance of stalking behavior.  However, we already have evidence that endorsement
of cultural ideals that support that idea that one should persist in romantic pursuits—
i.e., courtship persistence beliefs—are linked with higher rates of stalking behavior
and victim blaming.  Further, when it comes to making judgments of mock stalking cases,
endorsement of courtship persistence ideals predicts lower sentences and perceptions
of severity.  
Also, in our Stalking Case Coding Project, we take opinions from publicly available
court cases where stalking has been charged.   In these cases, we collect data on the
nature of the relationship between the victim and the perpetrator, the severity of the
stalking incident (e.g., coding level of threat, number of defendant acts, level of victim
fear), and sentence.   We find that the cases where the perpetrator is a romantic
acquaintance of the victim are most likely to lead to escalated violence (e.g., assault,
attempted murder), and these cases received the lowest sentences.  Stranger stalking and
stalking committed by non-romantic acquaintances (e.g., neighbors, former co-workers)
received higher sentences.  Evidently, the context in which the stalking occurs—relational
or non-relational—makes a difference, thus so should our attitudes about what is
appropriate vs. inappropriate behavior within the “romantic” context.
“You should be flattered by all the attention” (Hall, 1998, pg. 119)
These were the words spoken by a judge to a young man seeking a restraining order against
an ex-girlfriend.  Several weeks later, he was murdered by her.  It is further estimated that as
many as two-thirds of intimate murders are preceded by stalking (and note, to date, there
is no evidence of a gender difference in the likelihood of a stalker to escalate to physical
violence).  Accordingly, in each of these instances there were warning signs.  There was the
potential for intervention and prevention.  This is the opportunity that stalking laws—if
enforced—provide us.  However, to effectively intervene, we need to start taking stalking
more seriously.   After all, we don’t laugh at domestic violence.   We don’t think rape is
romantic, but, for some reason stalking is a punch line, a t-shirt slogan (“Some call it
stalking, I call it love” – see article “Wal-mart ‘stalking’ t-shirt angers stalking victim,”
The Consumerist, September 30, 2007), and a great plot for a romantic comedy summer
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blockbuster (e.g., “There’s Something About Mary”).  We need for “no” to still mean “no”
even when it comes to the not-so-innocent schoolyard crush.   

Current and Future Directions
This research is a sample of what is to come in a forthcoming book titled “Courtship in
the Courts: Stalking and the Cultural Construction of Romance” (Blackwell-Wiley).  
Ultimately, the goal is to assess the perceptions of stalking that exist and the source of
those attitudes, with the hope of potentially constructing ways to change misconceptions.  
A parallel program of research examines predictors of stalking behavior, with a focus
on examining what individual difference and situational variables contribute to the
likelihood that unwanted pursuit behaviors would escalate into threatening or physically
aggressive behavior.   It is my hope that these two avenues of research will contribute to
our understanding of the problem of stalking so that we can better intervene before it is
too late.

F
Figure
1. Th
he mean scorres on the im
mpact inventoory (and its respective
r
suub-indices)
divided by relationship caategory.

7
6
5

Impa
act score

4

IMPA
ACT

3

Fearr

2

Seve
erity

1

Thre
eat

0
Strang
ger

A
Acquaintance
Type
e of Relations
ship

Romantic

Note: Alll indices are on a scale of
o 1-10, withh 1 = mild, or
o low impact, 5 = moderrate, and 10 =
extreme Note:  All
l
levels
of sev
verity,
fear orr threat.
Imppact
is compr
of all
t
three
sub-inddices or
of seve
erity,
indices
are on
a scale
ofrised
1-10,
with
1=mild,
low

and
levels
of severity,
fear, andimpact,
threat level5=moderate,
. Across all indices,
i
the romantic
r10=extreme
acqquaintances
exhibit
signnificantlyfear,
higgher
or threat.   Impact is comprised of all three sub-indices of
severity, fear, and threat level.  Across all indices, the romantic
exhibit siignificantly higher
h
ratinggs than the stranger
s
grouup.
acquaintances
exhibit significantly
higher scores than the
non-romantic acquaintances, and with the exception of the
fear measure, also exhibit significantly higher ratings than the
stranger group.
scores than the non-rromantic acqquaintances, and with thee exception of
o the fear measure,
m
alsoo

A Commitment

to

Education •

83

60th Anniversary

Showcase
Racism in Southern
Architecture
By: Annie M. Falor

Research Associate I (2008), SSRC
I spent countless afternoons running laps around the Carl
Maddox Track, on the South side of Old Highway 82.  
When I was eighteen years old, I came to Mississippi State
University on a track & field scholarship from Flagstaff,
Arizona.   I ran cross country, indoor track, and outdoor
track, and I was the team captain as a senior.   I specialized
in distance: the mile, the 3K, and the 5K. I proudly wore
my maroon and white and savored my career as a Bulldog
athlete.   Before my recruiting visit in January of 2004, I had
never been to the state of Mississippi.   The South enticed me
with the dream of warmer winters, front porch swings,
barbeque, and sweet tea.  Plus, I wanted to compete with the
best athletes in the country—in the Southeastern Conference.  
In four years, I earned an undergraduate degree in English, a minor in Spanish, and graduated Summa Cum Laude
with honor’s recognition.   I ran my last race on a Sunday night at Auburn University.   At eight o’clock the next
morning, I started work at the Social Science Research Center, on the North side of Old Highway 82.  
In February of my senior year, my coach, Al Schmidt, and the Associate Athletic Director, David Boles, arranged
an interview for me with Dr. Cosby, the Director of the Social Science Research Center.  In the meeting, Dr. Cosby
informed me about some of the current projects at the SSRC.   He mentioned his upcoming travels to Croatia,
frequent visits to Washington D.C., and interesting work at the state capitol in Jackson.  Dr. Cosby explained the
upcoming projects at the Center with total enthusiasm—every project at the Center has an immediate or long-term
global impact: healthcare policy research, identifying health disparities in the Delta, tobacco research, pandemic flu
preparations for daycares, analysis of the Reverse 911 evacuation strategy, highway watch and patrol research, and
DUI studies.   I felt honored when Dr. Cosby offered me a full-time position as a Research Associate I.   I gladly
accepted his offer with the confidence that my work at the SSRC would be worthwhile and career-building.  
Dr. Cosby expressed an aim for me to use my love for writing to articulate and deliver the results of the Center’s research
in a meaningful way.  With an English background, I felt slightly overwhelmed by the statistics and quantitative data,
but Dr. Cosby had faith that I would find my place.  The interdisciplinary atmosphere of the Center makes for a
unique and inspiring work environment.  For my first project, Dr. Cosby and I composed an article titled “With
All Deliberate Design: Racism in Southern Architecture.”  Dr. Cosby traveled throughout Mississippi in the 1960’s

Enriching lives through
the exploration of our history
and documented numerous telling examples of racist architecture.  He began a paper about his observations in the
1980’s, but it was unfinished and eventually lost.  After I joined the Center staff, Dr. Cosby decided that we should
re-write the paper in order to fully articulate his original thoughts.  I spent two months gathering information—
researching, writing, taking pictures, and conducting interviews.  The paper came together in no time.  We blended
Dr. Cosby’s scientific style with my literary style, his memories with my research, and the quantitative data with
the qualitative evidence.  Few other scholars had investigated the ethics of architecture.  We followed the evolution
of racist architecture across three periods of segregation in four types of structures: governmental buildings,
recreational and entertainment facilities, transportation facilities, and healthcare facilities.   We looked at the
current usage of the once-segregated space—some buildings are demolished, vacant, transformed, preserved, or
still in operational use.   During the project, I visited the old county courthouse in Canton, Mississippi, and I
traveled to New Orleans to photograph Union Terminal Station and Charity Hospital.   We found telling
examples of racist architecture on every corner—in the rural and urban landscapes of the South.  Many buildings
were built to be exactly symmetrical with mirror image sides to physically separate black and white citizens.  We
looked at the complications and expenses of the segregation system, and we identified common architectural
features which were deliberately used to segregate.  The article is now finished, and we hope to publish the manuscript
in an intellectual, popular magazine; after all, the topic is one of great interest and national value.  
We have plans for a follow-up article and lecture series on the “architecture and segregation” topic as well.  I am
interested in the ethical implications of preserving and renovating the Main Street buildings of the South,
specifically those which were the segregated facilities of the 1950’s.   I also plan to analyze the generational gap
of knowledge in regard to the structures.  Is it beneficial or harmful to society that less and less people know the
history of architectural segregation in the South?  Finally, we want to address the question, “To what end is this
research?”   It seems that if buildings were once purposefully built to segregate, then modern buildings could be
designed with the reverse intention as well: to unify and harmonize.  Perhaps, for example, the architects of today
need to become sensitive to gender transformation and human sexuality issues.  The next architectural trend might
lean toward the European model of gender-less bathrooms and community locker rooms.  
I appreciated my first project at the Center because it gave me the opportunity to look at history and
establish meaningful connections to contemporary issues.   As researchers at the SSRC, we have the ability to
simultaneously analyze the mistakes of the past, while being thankful for progress and hopeful for our potential
in the future.   I am thankful for the enthusiastic and intellectual environment at the Center. As an emerging
college graduate, I have a chance to write, publish, travel, and continue my education.   While I am still here at
Mississippi State, I plan to pursue an MBA.  My long-term goal is to write for a magazine, preferably the Atlantic
Monthly or Time, and eventually become an editor.  At the SSRC, I am able to fulfill my passion for writing, in an
atmosphere where I am surrounded and mentored by highly intelligent and successful people who have invested
themselves in the future of our world.  The day that I crossed over Old Highway 82 and moved into my office at
the SSRC, I made the transition from a Mississippi State student to staff.  To be successful, I must take everything
that I learned as an athlete during those painful, heart-pounding workouts on the track, and invest myself in my
research, my writing, and my goals as a professional.  Of course, I still proudly wear my maroon and white!
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“The old saying is that ‘an ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure.’  Well,
thanks to our friends at the SSRC, Mississippi
was able to effectively apply prevention
programs to the number one cause of death in
America with great success.”                                                   
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Think of the Children First:
The History of the Family &
Children Research Unit
By: Dr. Linda Southward
On my desk, there is a paperweight that was given to me by
colleagues and friends of the Social Science Research Center
(SSRC). Inscribed on this paperweight are the words of
Garrison Keilor, “Nothing you do for children is wasted.” It is
indeed an honor to have the opportunity to work with
colleagues who also share this belief and are committed to
action-based research on behalf of children and families.   

Dr. Linda Southward

Research Fellow & Research Professor, SSRC
Coordinator, FCRU
Research Scientist, MHPRC
Coordinator, Mississippi KIDS COUNT
Dr. Southward has been with the SSRC
since 1995.   She served as the head of the
Family and Children Research Unit (FCRU)
from 1998 to 2009.   Among Dr. Southward’s projects as director of the FCRU are
MS KIDS COUNT, the Child Health and
Well-Being Research Project, and About
Children: An Authoritative Resource on the
Status of Childhood Today.  
Dr. Southward has provided leadership
in establishing the Health, Early Education,
and Child Care Consortium, and has led
two multi-state surveys and two nationwide
surveys of child care directors.
In 2004, Dr. Southward was selected as
a Fulbright-Hayes Scholar to South Africa.  
In 1999, Dr. Southward was selected by the
AAP’s Center for Child Health Research as
one of fifty new leaders in child health.
Dr. Southward retired in May 2009, but
continues her work with the FCRU on a
part-time basis.
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The past decade has been an exciting time of growth for
the Family and Children Research Unit (FCRU). It is hard
to believe that what once began as a conversation with Dr.
Ruth Haug in 1986, focusing on the need to have a unit in
the SSRC with the primary objective of conducting research
about Mississippi’s children and families, is now the FCRU
that we know today. Shortly after this conversation, this idea
was presented to our Center Director, Dr. Arthur Cosby,
who enthusiastically endorsed it! We began very small, but
deliberately. The work began on a part-time basis, but in
2000, Dr. Cosby offered me a full-time position at the SSRC
to develop this unit. I considered it both an opportunity and,
if you will, a “calling” to, in some small way, contribute to the
health and well-being of Mississippi’s children and families
by building stellar interdisciplinary research teams whose
collective research could have strong policy implications. In
addition to the SSRC, support came from Dr. Vance Watson
via the Mississippi Agriculture and Forestry Experiment
Station (MAFES).
We continue to be truly blessed with many unique and
engaging opportunities, and all of our research projects—
big and small—have contributed to the mosaic that is now
the FCRU.
The FCRU has been guided by three primary objectives:
1) Bettering the health, safety, and well-being of children and
families in Mississippi
2) Finding new approaches to tough problems faced by
children and families

3) Drawing on interdisciplinary partnerships with a host of individuals and organizations
in order to accomplish the aforementioned goals
When I think about the efforts to improve the lives of children and families in Mississippi,
several projects come to mind.  It is with great fondness that we remember Fred Rogers
and his wonderful
contributions to the
foundations of our
nation’s
children
and youth.   And
what an honor it
was to be asked to
participate in the
Safe Haven Training
Project, sponsored
by
Family
Commun ications,
producer of Mister
Rogers’ Neighborhood!  
In this project, we
worked
to
give
caregivers the support
they needed to create
safe
environments
for children that
had
witnessed
violence. It was my
understanding that
this was one of the
“On my desk, there is a paperweight that was given to
areas that Fred Rogers
was most passionate
me by colleagues and friends of the Social Science Research
about—making a ‘safe
Center (SSRC). Inscribed on this paperweight are the words
haven’ for children
that did not have one.
of Garrison Keilor, ‘Nothing you do for children is wasted.’
Fred Rogers’s words
It is indeed an honor to have the opportunity to work with
from his testimony
to Congress more
colleagues who also share this belief and are committed to
than 30 years ago still
action-based research on behalf of children and families.”
ring true: “Think of
the children first...”  
Indeed, the FCRU’s
success has been a
result of the espousal of this same philosophy and the examples of the excellent research of
the FCRU’s scientists.
Early on, Dorris Baggett, Angela Robertson, and I had another unique chance to
explore and affect conditions for Mississippi’s children.   This work focused on rural
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youth in Jasper County and, at the time, was conducted with Ms. Lori Woodruff,
school social worker and psychometrist.   We conducted reliability studies on the
Ansell-Casey Life Skill (ACLS) assessments on rural youth. The ACLS has been
an integral component that assesses the independent living skills of children and
youth, particularly those transitioning out of foster care across the country. In an effort
to better understand families, particularly mothers and children, Dr. Robert McMillen
and I, along with FCRU staff, conducted the Social Climate Survey of Early Child
Health and Well-being.   In conjunction with Wright State University Department of
Pediatrics, we measured the knowledge and attitudes of women regarding child health.
Out of this project came a 2005 Ambulatory Pediatrics publication titled, “The
Co-occurrence of Maternal Depressive Symptoms and Smoking in a National Survey
of Mothers.”
Survey research has been one method employed at the FCRU to better understand
issues related to the health, safety, and well-being of children and families in Mississippi.  
We have conducted a five-state survey of child care directors and two national surveys of
child care directors in order to gauge their concerns for the children in their care.  
Knowing that so many children are in out-of-home care each day, it seemed natural to
ask child care directors about the health and safety challenges they face when dealing
with large numbers of children daily.   Furthermore, in order to conduct the national
survey, we created the first ever and, to our knowledge, the only national database of
licensed child care directors.

Graphic courtesy of Donna Loden, HealthWorks! North Mississippi

HealthWorks! Tupelo is a children’s educational, interactive, funfilled, and energetic learning resource center that is comprised
of computerized kiosks, theatre/skit presentations, and health
‘stations’ all focusing on improving children’s health. This is only
the second of its kind in the United States. The leadership of
Ms. Heather Hanna and Dr. Ginger Cross and their work with
Mr. Dean Hancock and colleagues from the Health Foundation
of North Mississippi to provide an on-going evaluation of this
program is just another wonderful opportunity for the FCRU,
which provides another venue to the wide array of research needs
of programs for children.

While trying to discover new methods of approaching difficult challenges in Mississippi,
a great deal of work at the FCRU has explored child care centers as venues for conducting
research and interventions, as well as reaching traditionally difficult-to-access populations
of at-risk children.  Several projects that fit this description come to mind.
One of the most interesting projects I have been a part of was our five-year Mississippi
Building Research Infrastructure Capacity (MSBRIC) project, funded by the Agency for
Healthcare Research and Quality.  Shortly after attending the first ever Surgeon General’s
Conference on Oral Health in 2000, early conversations with Dr. Elisabeth Wells-Parker
and Dr. David Curtis pointed us to the topic of conducting oral health research in young
children in one of the state’s most economically disenfranchised regions: the Mississippi
Delta. FCRU staff and pediatric dentists visited Mississippi Delta child care centers to
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examine children’s teeth, apply fluoride varnish, and work with caregivers and child care
directors.  Two Journal of Public Health Dentistry articles that have potentially wide-ranging
implications for children’s oral health assessment and referral resulted from these studies.
Our work with pediatric dentists in Mississippi- Dr. Neva Eklund and Dr. David Curtisand
pediatric
dental residents,
as well as Dr.
“So much of the work of the FCRU has hinged on
Stephen Silberman
successful collaborations and partnerships, and one of our
and Dr. Nicholas
Mosca, has been
primary goals is to foster connections in Mississippi. I have
wonderful
in
had the opportunity to be involved with the pediatric
promoting
oral
health initiatives
community in Mississippi and around the nation.”
beyond
the
oral
health
research projects.
We were also pleased to have nationally-recognized pediatric dental consultants,
Dr. Burton Edelstein and Dr. Jim Crall, on this project.  
Ask our staff what they do, and they might say anything from “write grants” to “collect
saliva samples from children.”   And, indeed they did answer this way.   In a National
Institutes of Health-funded study in collaboration with the University of Arizona, we
trained Head Start staff to conduct brief interventions with parents regarding smoking
practices and children’s exposure to secondhand smoke.   Saliva samples were used to
measure children’s cotinine levels before and after the intervention.  
Finally, our most recent work concerning child care centers took us back to the Delta.  In
the Mississippi Delta Child Health and Well-being Research Program, we organized
a network of child care centers in order to gather information on children’s health.  We
then assessed the concerns of child care directors and parents and learned that many
obstacles exist for children, ranging from obesity and oral health to environmental
tobacco smoke exposure.
So much of the work of the FCRU has hinged on successful collaborations and
partnerships, and one of our primary goals is to foster connections in Mississippi.
I have had the opportunity to be involved with the pediatric community in
Mississippi and around the nation.   One of the first projects the FCRU did with the
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) was geo-coding and mapping membership
information for the Pediatric Research in Office Settings (PROS) network.
The PROS network consists of approximately 2,000, nation-wide pediatricians
who conduct research in their offices as one component of AAP research on children.  
David Parrish’s Geographic Information Systems (GIS) skills were integral to the success
of this project. This information was used by Dr. Mort Wasserman and others as a
recruiting tool in Mississippi and elsewhere to promote membership in the PROS in
areas of the country that serve greater proportions of children of minority status.
Some of my most enjoyable work has extended from collaborations with the AAP and
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the subsequent formation of great friends: Dr. Bob Greenberg, Dr. Paula Duncan,
Dr. Laura Jana, Dr. Susan Aronson, Dr. Michael Weitzman, Ms. Laura Aird,
Ms. Heleen leRoux, and many others.   As chair of the AAP’s Child Health, Early
Education and Research (CHEER) Consortium, I am pleased to be a part of a group where
the combined wisdom, experience, and vision of the members place it as a prominent force
for championing research and rights in early education and child care settings of children.   
One AAP collaboration resulted in a book publication:  About Children: An Authoritative
Resource on the
State of Childhood
Today.   Published
as part of the AAP’s
“Some of my most enjoyable work has extended from
75th
anniversary
collaborations with the AAP and the subsequent formation
celebration,
this
book
highlights
of great friends... I am pleased to be a part of a group where
national
experts
the combined wisdom, experience, and vision of the members
writing on their
respective areas of
place it as a prominent force for championing research and
expertise that relate
rights in early education and child care settings of children.”
to children’s health,
safety, and wellbeing.
Even during some of Mississippi’s most difficult times, such as post Hurricane Katrina,
the work of the FCRU continued in strong fashion. After the storm, we immediately
conducted a survey of centers across the state of Mississippi to determine the needs
of children within the shelters, and we worked in concert with the Mississippi Chapter
of the AAP and Dr. Bob Greenberg to develop a mental health needs screening tool to
assist child care directors in determining appropriateness of mental health referrals. In
concert with the AAP, we co-hosted a “150 Days Post-Katrina Summit” of pediatricians
from the Gulf Coast states and national AAP leadership to provide first-hand information
on the devastation of Hurricane Katrina.
Our most recent honor at the FCRU has been being named as Mississippi’s KIDS
COUNT (http://www.ssrc.msstate.edu/mskidscount) grantee in January 2007.   This
opportunity has opened many doors and possibilities for our role in Mississippi and has
stimulated much interest and discussion, both within and outside the FCRU on ways
to provide not only data, but also success stories of Mississippi’s children, families, and
communities. In addition to the funding of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, we have
received support from Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Mississippi and MSU’s Division
of Agriculture, Forestry, and Veterinary Medicine. We have a stellar Mississippi KIDS
COUNT Advisory Board. The Mississippi KIDS COUNT Project has much potential
for impacting policy and programs in Mississippi by providing solid data and evidencebased programs both in Mississippi and across the country.  
In addition to the vision of the Mississippi KIDS COUNT expansions, other new and
exciting projects on the horizon will deal with childhood overweight/obesity,
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childhood asthma, and international child health studies, just to name a few. Stay tuned!
  
In sum, the growth and diversity of the FCRU projects has more than exceeded
expectations that began with the conversation with Dr. Art Cosby and Dr. Ruth Haug
more than a decade ago in answering the question about the need for a unit within the
SSRC focusing upon families and children. The skills and talents of the researchers are
only exceeded by their passion for improving outcomes for children and families within
the state and country.   May we look back at the end of our next decade and claim not only
that “nothing you ever do for children is wasted” but also know that we have remained
true to the statement, “think of the children first,” and most importantly have given
“voice” to the children through our research findings. If so, we can predict with high
probability that the FCRU will continue to improve the lives of children, families,
and communities.
Again, what an honor it is to be a part of something so wonderful; I am truly honored,
humbled, and appreciative of the opportunity!

Visit the FCRU’s Web site at:
http://www.ssrc.msstate.edu/divisions/fcru
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Child Care Center
Research Project
By: Dorris H. Baggett

Research Fellow & Childcare Outreach Coordinator, FCRU, SSRC
M.S., Clinical Psychology, Mississippi State University
Since coming to work for the SSRC in 1987, I have been
involved in numerous research projects, some of which have
long escaped my memory. Of the ones that are still embedded
in my memory, the Building Research Infrastructure Capacity
(BRIC) project stands out the most. No one could have ever
prepared me for what I would witness and become a part of. It
will remain etched in my mind as one of the saddest, yet most
satisfying, experiences I have ever had.
The BRIC project involved working with a number of child
care centers in some of the poorest counties in the Mississippi
Delta. Our overall mission was to assess the oral health of young children enrolled in child care centers and to
provide oral health intervention for those children and educational information for their parents. Before this
project came along, I had never set foot in the Mississippi Delta and I had no idea which part of the state was
considered Delta. I soon found out that the lay of the land was very different than the places I had resided all of my
life. The first thing that I noticed was the flatness of the land, which, in some places, was as far as the eye could see.  
In fact, on my very first trip, the roads were so flat that I was convinced that there were puddles of water on the
highways that stretched out before me. Unbeknown to me, it was just the reflection of the sun on the highways that
caused this image.
Having lived in a college town for more than twenty years, I was not prepared for the level of need that was present
in many of the counties that we visited. It was almost like stepping back in time and returning to a time in my past
when conditions were less than optimal. Dilapidated houses, deserted towns, poor drainage areas, teen mothers
walking the streets with babies on their hips, and young people sitting around playing cards were some of the scenes
we encountered. Some of the child care centers were in poor condition (i.e., overcrowding, poor lighting, and lack of
educational resources and playground equipment). My heart ached for the children. But they did not seem to notice
that they were lacking anything.
The child care center directors were grateful for the dental services provided to the children (free dental exams

Enriching lives through
oral health intervention programs
and applications of fluoride varnish), and they graciously allowed us to come into their centers to bring an oral
health intervention program. Parents were also grateful for the free services and educational materials. We
encountered a high level of oral health needs and a lack of services available to this vulnerable population.
Nevertheless, they were people who welcomed us, allowed us to serve their children and willingly accepted our
educational materials. We can only hope that we made a small difference in their lives. They looked forward to our
visits, and we looked forward to visiting. It was a relationship that was hard to imagine ending.   In the end, we
felt good about that relationship and what was imparted to them.

“We can only hope that we made a small
difference in their lives. They looked forward to our
visits, and we looked forward to visiting. It was a
relationship that was hard to imagine ending. In the
end, we felt good about that relationship and what
was imparted to them.”
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By: Heather Hanna

Research and Database Coordinator, FCRU
M.S., Sociology, Mississippi State University
It was January 2008, and the MS KIDS COUNT Summit
was being held at the Eagle Ridge Conference Center outside
of Jackson.   Nearly 200 people came to attend a routine
conference, probably the kind that permits a day off from
work and that centers around a large coffee pot parked in
the hallway to stave off drowsiness.   And even though the
conference was on the well-being of children, a topic with
promise, it focused on statistics.  Extra coffee, please.
The day started off well enough with invocations and
introductions and everyone snug in the role of a quiet
participant.   Then, the first speaker took the stage.   Dr. Pat Cooper unraveled an animated tale of his reinvention
of a school system, providing a commonsense formula for success and decrying band-aid approaches to deeprooted problems.   He cajoled, ranted, and punctuated his speech with an occasional pejorative.   But most of all,
he made sense.  He inspired us to trust our instincts and better judgment.  He spoke to our hearts, where all great
solutions lie.   He called on us personally, and we looked inside at our fears, frustrations, prejudices, hopes, needs,
and dreams—the stuff we are made of, and who we hope to be.  
He was followed by other speakers who did not underestimate our caring or our capacity for enhanced
understanding, and by lunch, we were more than physically awake from the coffee; we were also mentally and
spiritually awake.   We were chatting about possibilities—the contemplative lake and expanse of land that
surrounded our building seemed to hold our collective wisdom, good will, growing excitement, and common bond.
We were united for one cause.  Buzz went out over cell phones about what a great conference it was.
And this is when we knew it:   MS KIDS COUNT is not about numbers or even about problems; MS KIDS
COUNT is about solutions.  It is about people coming together to make something happen.  It is about acting on
our genuine concern and making Mississippi a better place for children.  For this reason, I am honored to be a part of it.

Enriching lives through
Mississippi Kids Count

Visit the MS KIDS COUNT Web site at:
http://www.ssrc.msstate.edu/mskidscount
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FCRU Projects Move Me
(in More Ways than One)
By: Dr. Ginger W. Cross

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, SSRC
I began working in the Family and Children Research Unit
(FCRU) of the Social Science Research Center (SSRC)
in August of 2006. While at the FCRU, I have had the
opportunity to work on several projects related to the health,
education, safety, and well-being of children. One of the
things I have really enjoyed about working in this unit is the
opportunity I have had to be involved in all aspects of the
research process—from reviewing literature on topics and
writing grant proposals to collecting and analyzing data,
as well as observing and evaluating the implementation of
new programs or interventions.
The reason that the latter has been so significant for me is
that sometimes, when conducting research, we are physically disconnected from the people or topics we study.
We review literature on issues of interest, develop research plans, use various methodologies to collect data (e.g.,
telephone/paper surveys), analyze the data, and then write reports or papers, and often these things are done
without ever making direct contact with participants or witnessing the results of any interventions. One thing I
love about working at the FCRU is that we often get a chance to make this connection and see the impact that
research or intervention may have on children and families.
One example of a project at the FCRU that is currently allowing me this opportunity is HealthWorks!
Tupelo—a project being conducted in partnership with the North Mississippi Medical Center (NMMC).
HealthWorks! is an interactive children’s health education center in Tupelo, Mississippi. The goal of this fun,
kid-friendly center is to teach kindergarten through eighth grade students how the choices they make (e.g.,
smoking, not exercising, or not brushing their teeth) impact their health by using onsite, interactive, classroombased programs as well as hands-on exhibits. The FCRU is working with NMMC and HealthWorks! staff to develop
a research plan that will evaluate the impact of the center on children’s health-related knowledge and choices.
Because the Tupelo center is modeled after a center of the same name in South Bend, Indiana, the FCRU and the
NMMC staff visited South Bend to observe children participating in their classroom programs and interacting with
the hands-on exhibits. The purpose of this trip for the FCRU was to help us understand more about the center that
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would be constructed in Tupelo and to give us ideas for methodologies we might want to use to evaluate its impact.
In addition to those stated goals, the infectious excitement of the children at the center got me energized about the
potential impact that such a center might have on children in Mississippi. I even got a chance to brush up on my
dance moves during one of the classroom programs. (I’m glad no one was evaluating me!)
Projects like HealthWorks! Tupelo, KIDS COUNT, and several others at the FCRU have given me the opportunity
to see “research in action.” Working at the FCRU over the past few years has truly been a wonderful experience for
me.  I now have a new outlook on the work we do because I have seen, firsthand, how it can make a difference in
peoples’ lives.

Graphic courtesy of Donna Loden, HealthWorks! North Mississippi

“Projects like HealthWorks! Tupelo, KIDS
COUNT, and several others at the FCRU have
given me the opportunity to see ‘research in action.’
Working at the FCRU over the past few years has
truly been a wonderful experience for me. I now have a
new outlook on the work we do because I have seen,
firsthand, how it can make a difference in peoples’
lives.”
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Undergraduate
Days at the SSRC
By: Lindsay Jones

Undergraduate Research Assistant (2003-2006); Research
Associate I (2008-2009), SSRC

Photo courtesy of Lindsay Jones

As an undergraduate research assistant, I had the opportunity
to work on a variety of interesting projects.   My time at
the SSRC as an undergraduate gave me real experience in
working with diverse populations and understanding the
differences that exist between groups, even in our own
country.   I also learned important lessons that would greatly
inform my graduate studies.  Perhaps the most memorable of
the projects came in my final months at the SSRC.  This project
was unique from others I had participated in because, for
this project, we interacted directly with the participants.  
Rather than analyzing data and literature, we were in the field
talking to real Mississippians and understanding their lives.  

The Clean Air, Rewarding Environment (CARE) Project focused on environmental tobacco smoke interventions.  
A key component of this project was going to participants’ homes to interview them as well as take a sample from
each child’s mouth.  I was very excited to learn that my job would be to entertain the children with various games
and puzzles we had collected.  I knew this would be easy, and as my coworker and I loaded into an MSU vehicle to
travel to the first residences, I was ready for anything.   Little did I know just how adventurous this project
would become.
As we approached the first home, I was surprised by the state it was in.  Still in Oktibbeha County, I found it hard
to believe that people lived in such poor conditions.  Still energized by the prospect of helping people, I quickly
joined my co-worker in our first participants’ humble home. When turning on the light switch in the front room
did not succeed in lighting the fixture, our participant quickly retrieved a light bulb from another room.  We, being
ready to help, quickly took the bulb and offered to install the light in the ceiling fixture.  Almost as quickly as we
had offered our services, we stood back, mortified by the broken light bulb on the ground—the only one they had
been able to find.   Had we really broken this family’s only light bulb?   Well, they did not seem to notice as we
proceeded to have a pleasant conversation, and I enjoyed playing with the small children.  As we returned to the
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SSRC that evening, we quickly noted that things could only go uphill from here.  Little did I know just how steep
this hill would turn out to be.
Over the next two months, we traveled to several homes across a four-county area.  As we prepared to go to the
homes, we, of course, turned to the always trustworthy source of directional information—online maps.  
Unfortunately, we failed to consider what would happen when our travels took us on dirt roads.   On one trip,
we turned onto the dirt road and expected to see the home right in front of us.   This was our last visit of the
day, and it was getting dark. Rather than a nice trip through the woods, the shadows had begun to loom, and it
seemed more like the makings of a horror movie than research.  As we wound down the dirt and grass path, we
realized there were many different homes.  None were marked with the address we sought, but all had large dogs,
barking viciously as though they would eat us when we emerged from our car.  It was getting dark, and we still
couldn’t find the appropriate home.  As the dogs continued to try to attack us through the doors of the car, we
contemplated returning to the SSRC without the scheduled visit.   Then we saw what seemed to be another
home hidden a little further back in the woods.  As we approached it, we realized that there was no path from
where we were to get to the house. Our maps had sent us down the wrong dirt path, and after some backtracking
and reevaluation, we were able to find the home.
I learned many valuable lessons at the SSRC.   I learned the values of quality research and the importance of
hard work.  I learned that research truly has the capacity to impact individuals’ lives and that, at the SSRC, there
are individuals working hard every day to do just that.   Perhaps most importantly, however, I have learned to
never trust online maps when they lead you onto a dirt road, and I learned that the real question at the SSRC is
not “How many researchers does it take to screw in a light bulb?” but rather, “Do you really trust a researcher with
your last light bulb?”

“I learned many valuable lessons at the SSRC.
I learned the values of quality research and the
importance of hard work. I learned that research
truly has the capacity to impact individuals’ lives
and that, at the SSRC, there are individuals working
hard every day to do just that.”
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Connecting the SSRC
and the Child Health
Community
By: Robert Greenberg, M.D.

Research Fellow, SSRC
Professor of Pediatrics Emeritus, University of New Mexico School
of Medicine
Establishing a close connection between the Social Science
Research Center and child health professionals certainly was
an appropriate and obvious necessity.   Yet, as in all human
experience, specific events had to occur before the
connection could take flight.   In 1999, the University of
Rochester held a university-wide conference on child health.  
In this event, the designation of fifty new leaders in child health
was announced as part of a national, inter-disciplinary search.  
Linda Southward was honored as one of those new leaders,
having been nominated by one of her former teachers.   At this conference, a newly formed Center for Child
Health Research (CCHR) was announced.   The CCHR was an offshoot of the American Academy of
Pediatrics with its own Board of Directors.  I had the privilege of being the initial Chair of that impressive group of
pediatricians, economists, public health professionals, and social policy experts.   The CCHR was formed in order
to emphasize the role of socioeconomic and behavioral issues as determinants of child health.   Specific areas of
needed research were identified:   1) the spectrum of adverse effects of tobacco on children; 2) behavioral
disturbances affecting children and methods of effective management; 3) the needs of minority children; and 4) the
linkage between child health and out-of-home child care.  Dr. Southward served as a very effective conduit through
which the CCHR and SSRC could initiate collaborative work.
In March 2001, the CCHR and the Social Science Research Center established the Collaborating Centers for
Child and Family Health Research.   This partnership has led to numerous child health research studies and
projects.  An initial effort, made possible by the efforts of Dr. Cosby, resulted in the publication of the book, About
CHILDREN.  This book brought together a large group of experts, summarizing the status of over fifty major issues
affecting children.   It is a marvelous book, even if its sales have not been eye-opening!   The role played by
Dr. Cosby in making this book a reality is symbolic of his insightful, creative, and ongoing leadership in establishing
an environment for interdisciplinary coupling of health and social sciences.  
As a natural flow from child care representing both an initial interest of the CCHR and an abiding focus of
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Dr. Southward’s insights, establishing the linkages between child health and child care became a major focus of the
collaborating groups.   A Health, Early Education, and Child Care Consortium was organized by the CCHR and
chaired initially by Paula Duncan, M.D., University of Vermont.   Dr. Southward assumed the leadership of the
Consortium in 2005. The SSRC has built a database of approximately 97,000 child care directors, a most unique
and valuable repository.   A recent survey demonstrated that the inclusion of child health professionals into the
activities of child care centers improved child health preventive practices. Further studies have emerged which also
use that database. The work that has been stimulated by the child care effort has been interfaced with the independent
efforts of the Family and Children Research Unit of the SSRC, which have been focused, in part, on the need for
child care within the Mississippi Delta region.   Dr. Southward’s group has also assumed the KIDS
COUNT project for Mississippi, placing the Family and Children Research Unit as the central generator of
information about children and families for the state.
The CCHR proved to be a relatively short-lived entity.  When Executive Director of the CCHR, Michael Weitzman,
moved to New York University in 2006, the lack of a solid infrastructure necessitated the enfolding of the CCHR
back into the embraces of the American Academy of Pediatrics.   The primary activity that persists is a large
continuing effort related to the dangers of tobacco on the developing child.   Involvement of the SSRC continues
through the personage of Robert McMillen in this ongoing effort, now organized as the Julius B. Richmond Center of Excellence.   During his tenure as Surgeon General, Dr. Richmond, an icon in the pediatric world, widely
publicized the adverse effects of tobacco as a critically important threat to the health of our people.   Sadly,
Dr. Richmond recently died, but his legacy will remain for years to come.
The Child Care Consortium has also received official ongoing support from the American Academy of Pediatrics
in the form of staffing and fiscal underpinning.   Uniquely, Linda Southward continues as Chair of the Section on
Early Education and Child Care (AAP), which incorporates individuals within the American Academy of Pediatrics
who are committed to advancing the quality and quantity of health services, viewed very broadly, within out-of-home
child care settings. Dr. Southward is one of the very few individuals who have ever chaired American Academy of
Pediatrics committees/sections while not being a member of the Academy.
Because of the nature of leadership provided by Dr. Cosby and the way in which Dr. Southward moves to take
advantage of so many opportunities, projects and interests related to children and their well-being bounce into being
in what seems like a spontaneous fashion.   Interface with pediatric colleagues occurs in multiple projects.   One
would like to think that these inter-linkages between the SSRC and the child health community have been assisted
by the linkage initially established with the Center for Child Health Research.
The role that I filled back in 1999 created the opportunity for me to represent the CCHR in the initial efforts to
collaborate with the SSRC.   What a wonderful opportunity that has turned out to be!   When collaborative work
can be wound around friendships, which become an extremely central and important part of one’s life, a very unique
opportunity has been realized.   The linkage between the SSRC and the child health community has been, I feel, a
very useful connection on both sides.  That linkage has also led to one of the most wonderful parts of my personal life.
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Science Guiding
Advocacy
By: Dr. Robert McMillen

Dr. Robert McMillen

Research Fellow & Associate Research
Professor, SSRC
Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology,
Mississippi State University
Dr. McMillen’s research measures the
social climate surrounding health issues. Since
2000, he has been the project director of the
National Social Climate Survey of Tobacco
Control. This annual survey is a cooperative
project with the SSRC and the American
Academy of Pediatrics’ Julius B. Richmond
Center. Dr. McMillen also serves as PI for the
Surveillance and Evaluation Services grant for
the Mississippi State Department of Health’s
Office of Tobacco Control. His research has
been supported by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and the American
Cancer Society, among other organizations.
Dr. McMillen also serves on the Scientific Advisory Committee of The Julius B. Richmond
Center of Excellence for Protecting Children
from Secondhand Smoke. In recognition of
his research contributions, he was awarded
the 2006 Prevention of Cancer in Mississippi
Award by the Mississippi Partnership of Comprehensive Cancer Control.
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As social scientists, we are trained to use objective scientific
methods to collect and analyze data on social issues. We
produce academic papers, give professional talks, and even
occasionally produce reports for policy makers (with the
expectation that others will actively apply our findings to
policy issues, but rarely do we actually get in front of a social
issue and become active advocates). I’ve spent the past decade
conducting research on tobacco, and my way of thinking
about the role of a social scientist has shifted drastically.
Stan Glantz, the eminent cardiologist and one of the people at
the epicenter of the our Nation’s first smoke free movement in
California, once advised me, “So long as the science guides the
advocacy rather than the reverse, it’s perfectly acceptable for a
scientist to advocate for health policies.”
Given that our tobacco research is often applied to advocate
for national, state, and local tobacco control policies, we take
several steps to ensure our scientific credibility. First, the
people administering our surveys do not have any stake in
the outcome of the surveys. To illustrate, the SSRC’s Survey
Research Laboratory (SRL) administers many of our surveys,
and their compensation depends on the quality of their
survey administration, not the outcome of the survey.
Schoolteachers administer our other surveys, and, like the
SRL administrators, these individuals do not have any stake
in the survey findings. Second, we release all of our study
findings on our Web site, not just the findings that support
particular tobacco control policies. Third, we provide full
disclosure of our research methods, as well as the source of
funding for our research. By doing so, we provide people
with information needed to accurately assess the merit of our
research and identify any possible conflicts of interest. These
measures protect our scientific integrity and ensure that we
continue to let the science guide the advocacy rather than
the reverse.
Although my colleagues and I prepared several policy reports
that were used by others to advocate for smoke free policies
and higher cigarette taxes, I had not actively advocated for
tobacco control policies until late 2005. At that point, only

two very small towns in Mississippi (Metcalfe and Mayersville) had passed an ordinance
that prohibited smoking in indoor public places. This was particularly frustrating
because science clearly demonstrated that secondhand smoke has many short- and
long-term health effects, while economic studies revealed no negative impacts of smoke
free laws on restaurants. Moreover, research that we had conducted at the SSRC clearly
demonstrated that the overwhelming majority of adults in Mississippi supported
smoke free laws. One day, in the fall of 2005, while stuck on the tarmac at GTR, a
colleague from the American Cancer Society and I initiated a plan to push for a smoke
free ordinance in Starkville. Although both of us had substantial experience with tobacco
control, neither of us had ever run any sort of campaign. Coincidentally, our lack
of experience was only equaled by our lack of funding.
Our approach was two-fold—we needed to build a strong grassroots support base
and we needed an elected official to champion our cause. Accomplishing our first goal
was surprisingly
easy. Simply by
circulating
an
email to likely
“By early 2006, it was clear that the overwhelming
supporters
and
majority of Starkville citizens supported a strong smoke
posting a sign-up
sheet at City Bagel
free ordinance. On March 21, 2005, the Starkville Board
Cafe, a Starkville
of Aldermen unanimously passed a comprehensive smoke
restaurant,
we
soon had an action
free ordinance for all indoor public places in Starkville. Our
network of over
board showed the rest of the state that Starkville is both a
500
registered
Starkville voters.
leader in our state and one of the most progressive places in
This diverse group
Mississippi.”
included students,
town,
gown,
old, young, and
people of many
races; and played
a crucial role in impressing upon our elected officials the strong support for a strong
indoor smoke free law in Starkville.
I was more concerned about achieving our second goal. The lack of a political champion
has torpedoed many a grassroots effort to pass a local smoke free ordinance. In fact,
many of the national and state experts cautioned me that this would likely be my most
difficult and important task. Few elected officials were willing to get in front of an issue
that was so novel (at the time) as banning smoking in restaurants and bars—especially
since we would be the first community to do so in Mississippi. At the time, I was just
getting to know Matt Cox through our work with Starkville in Motion. Given that the
ink on his oath of office had barely dried, I was doubtful that he would be willing to
begin his term with such a ‘radical’ issue, but given that he represented the ward I live in
and we shared many values on local issues, I went ahead and asked him to support our
cause. Fortunately, he did more than support the cause, and actually became the
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champion I had been advised to find if we were to successfully pass a smoke free
ordinance.
By early 2006, it was clear that the overwhelming majority of Starkville citizens
supported a strong smoke free ordinance. On March 21, 2005, the Starkville Board of
Aldermen unanimously passed a comprehensive smoke free ordinance for all indoor
public places in Starkville. Our board showed the rest of the state that Starkville is both
a leader in our state and one of the most progressive places in Mississippi.   In the three
years that have passed since we enacted our smoke free ordinance, several things have
come to pass, but a couple of things have not.
First, many other Mississippi towns have followed Starkville’s example. Aberdeen,
Amory, Clinton, Collins, Corinth, Ecru, Flora, Greenwood, Grenada, Hattiesburg,
Hernando, Kosciusko, Laurel, Mantachie, Oxford, Petal, Pontotoc, Ridgeland, Summit,
Tupelo, and West Point have all passed strong smoke free laws; while Brookhaven,
McComb, Greenville, Jackson, Picayune, Walls, and Gulfport have passed smoke free
ordinances that include significant exemptions (e.g., de facto bars).
However, two things have not happened. The restaurant sector of our local
economy has not suffered. Local sales tax data demonstrate that restaurants were
an important part of our economy prior to the smoke free ordinance, and that
this sector is continuing to grow. The other thing that has not happened is that
our State Legislature has not passed a statewide smoke free law. Although twentyfour communities have passed comprehensive smoke free laws, less than 10% of
Mississippians are protected from secondhand smoke. There is no longer any credible
debate among the medical and scientific communities over the effects of secondhand
smoke. Secondhand smoke has substantial, immediate, and long-term harmful effects.
Indeed, the surgeon general has stated categorically that there are no safe levels of
exposure to secondhand smoke, and that the only way to protect people from the dangers
of secondhand smoke is to prohibit smoking in indoor places. Most of the United States
has now acted to protect citizens from secondhand smoke. More than two-thirds of the
U.S. population (70.2%) lives in a state or a community that prohibits smoking in
restaurants, and most of the southeast states have statewide smoke free laws.
Thus, the scientist has become the advocate—it is time for our state to join twenty-seven
other states and the District of Columbia to protect our citizens from a known toxic air
contaminant.

Want to learn more about the economic impact of
smoke free ordinances in Mississippi?
Visit the Mississippi Tobacco Data Web site at:
www.mstobaccodata.org
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Dr. McMillen pictured with Dr. Arthur G.
Cosby of the SSRC and Mike Moore, former Attorney
General for the state of Mississippi, during the release
of “The Social Climate of Tobacco Control” report at
the Mississippi legislature.
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Mississippi’s Tobacco
Battle
By: Mike Moore

Former Attorney General for the state of Mississippi (1988 to 2004)
It is with great pleasure that I write about the wonderful work of
Dr. Robert McMillen and the Mississippi State family on the
tobacco projects.
As background, everyone remembers that Mississippi lead
the nation in the fight against Big Tobacco. In 1994, when
Mississippi filed the first case against Tobacco, they seemed
invincible.   They had never lost a case even though it was clear
to those in the Public Health community that smoking killed
427,000 Americans every year. Lung Cancer, Heart Disease,
Photo courtesy of Mike Moore
and a long laundry list of other terrible diseases impacted not
only the health of Mississippians who smoked, but it also impacted our fiscal health to the tune of hundreds of
millions of dollars a year. I thought something had to be done to get the truth out about the harm Tobacco was
really doing and the lies that they had perpetrated for fifty years or more.
After a long, hard-fought battle, Mississippi and the other states that eventually joined our cause were successful
in achieving a historic $246 billion settlement. We also once and forever proved that smoking causes cancer, that
nicotine was addictive, and that the tobacco barons had knowingly marketed cigarettes to our children as
replacement smokers for those that died every year.
After the settlement, Mississippi set up a pilot program to see what practices would work to reduce tobacco use
among young Mississippians. Mississippi State was instrumental in helping us design and implement what became
the Partnership for a Healthy Mississippi, the umbrella organization that was given the duty to execute our plan.
Baseline surveys were needed, as well as ongoing evaluations and surveys of students to find out whether the mass
media, youth programs, and other anti-smoking activities were working. Robert McMillen and the Social Science
Research Center were instrumental in helping us devise and execute our plans and evaluate and track their success.
I remember learning what the meaning of “statistically significant reduction” was after one of the first Youth Tobacco
Survey’s results came in. We had been successful. Smoking rates were really going down and the numbers proved
it.  In the program’s first year, we saw a 10% reduction.  As the program continued, we achieved a 40% reduction in
smoking rates in middle school students, a 30% reduction in smoking rates in high school students, a 40% reduction

Enriching lives through
the fight against tobacco
in smoking rates in African American students, etc.  We were on the right track and the proof of that was provided
by the expertise of our friends at Mississippi State and their diligent tracking.
I also remember how proud I was when Robert and his crew began the Social Climate Surveys in Mississippi and
nationally. What we found out was that we really had a long way to go to change attitudes about smoking in our
state in the beginning of our programs. They told us how average Mississippians felt about smoking, second hand
smoke, about taxes on cigarettes, and many other views that we knew we had to change if we were to change behavior.
The good news is that as we used the valuable information provided by Robert’s team and were able to respond
with the right messages, change attitudes, and therefore continue to reduce smoking among kids and even adults.
More smoke free homes, fewer kids smoking, and less death and disease equaled fewer dollars spent on smokingrelated diseases and led to a healthier Mississippi.
The old saying is that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”  Well, thanks to our friends at the Social
Science Research Center, Mississippi was able to effectively apply prevention programs to the number one cause
of death in America with great success.

“The old saying is that ‘an ounce of prevention
is worth a pound of cure.’ Well, thanks to our friends
at the Social Science Research Center, Mississippi
was able to effectively apply prevention programs
to the number one cause of death in America with
great success.”
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The Youth Tobacco
Survey
By: Nell Valentine
Tobacco is the leading cause of death in the United States,
accounting for 440,000 lives lost per year—the equivalent
of three jet airliners crashing every day. Since 1994, the state
of Mississippi has been at the epicenter of efforts to reduce
this public health burden. National and statewide tobacco
prevention programs across the US are funded with money
from a lawsuit against the tobacco industries initiated
by Michael Moore, former Attorney General for the state
of Mississippi.

Nell Valentine
Research Associate I, SSRC
M.S., Clinical Psychology

Nell Valentine’s primary research
interests concern smoing-related behaviors
and legislation. She is currently researching
the economic impact of smoking ordinances
on restaurant and bar revenue.
Mrs. Valentine is also researching the
effects of a proposed $1.00 tax increase
on cigarettes, as well as working on the
Mississippi and National Social Climate
Survey of Tobacco Control.
She is also involved with the Mississippi
Health Policy Research Center working on
the Mississippi State Heath Assessment.
Mrs. Valentine spent her time as a
graduate assistant at the SSRC coordinating
the Youth Social Climate Survey of Tobacco
Control. She is a graduate of Mississippi State
University and holds a M.S. in Clinical
Psychology.

If these programs are to be run effectively and be properly
evaluated, surveillance data about tobacco use among youth
in Mississippi is needed. Originally created by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the Youth Tobacco
Survey (YTS) provides this necessary data. The YTS is
designed to measure tobacco use, knowledge, and attitudes
among sixth- twelfth grade students. In 1998, Mississippi,
along with Texas and Florida, became one of the first states
to administer this survey and take part in the first and largest
compilation of youth smoking data in the nation. For ten
years, researchers at the SSRC have been part of the effort to
collect and analyze this information.
Although crucial for designing youth prevention programs,
the YTS is a logistical nightmare to administer. It involves
the coordination of the CDC in Atlanta, the Research
Triangle Institute in North Carolina, the MS State
Department of Health (MSDH), and the MS Department
of Education. It also requires the assistance of approximately
120 schools, 600 teachers, and 8,000 students each year.
More than 100,000 pieces of paper pass through our hands
during each administration of the YTS. Even more daunting
is the task of designing the survey packet so that its
instructions are easily followed. Each year, at least one school
sends their information to the Institutional Review Board at
MSU, one teacher returns everything except the completed
surveys, and one student spells out something creative on the
scantron sheet—in ink, of course.
Data collection for the YTS has always been a challenge. Each
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year presents new obstacles, and yet, each administration improves on the methodology
of the survey. During my first administration of the YTS, we became conscious of the
need for improved coordination and scheduling. The first week of school is the critical
time to get the initial information packet to the principals. Any later and their desks pile
up with other requests for their time. On Tuesday of that week, we still lacked the
necessary letters of support that needed to be sent with these packets. I first met my
husband Michael during the initial rush to pack and send 160 packets by 3:30
Wednesday afternoon. He was volunteered by Robert McMillen, my project director and
his roommate, to help get me “back on track.” By the next year, everything was
well coordinated, as Robert had no more friends to marry off. During the 2004
administration, we destroyed three professional grade pencil sharpeners due to the
unavailability of pre-sharpened pencils under state contract. Kathleen Gresham, who was
working with us at the time, found a way to circumvent the state contract and located a
company that sold pre-sharpened pencils—golf pencils. Not only did we save space in
each classroom envelope, we also mitigated the downstairs health issue of the smell of
hot graphite and burning motors. In 2006, we stopped competing for copier time with
MASEP, an even bigger paper-producing project, and started using Printing Services
to print our surveys. The biggest benefit to us with this change was the undergrad that
Printing Services provided to collate and stack the surveys. This cut down our paper
cut incidence by at least 75%. In the following years, we have improved upon various
documents and made numerous timesaving changes. However, none have led anyone else
to marriage.
The spring 2008
administration of
the survey marked
“Tobacco is the leading cause of death in the United
the
ten-year
States, accounting for 440,000 lives lost per year—the
anniversary of the
YTS. During the
equivalent of three jet airliners crashing every day. Since
past decade, the
1994, the state of Mississippi has been at the epicenter of
state of Mississippi
has
profoundly
efforts to reduce this public health burden.”
increased
its
capacity to target
youth smoking,
and the data from
the YTS demonstrate remarkable reductions in the prevalence of smoking among our
youth. Not coincidentally, these reductions parallel the programmatic activities of The
Partnership for a Healthy Mississippi. The Partnership, created with funds from the
tobacco settlement, led the state’s efforts to prevent youth tobacco use from 1998 until
2006. Data from the YTS reveal that current high school smoking rates decreased by
38.3% and middle school smoking rates decreased by 59.2% during this time. Despite
its popularity and success in reducing youth smoking rates, state funding for The
Partnership was eliminated due to legal disputes within the government of Mississippi in
late 2006. Some of these funds were restored to tobacco prevention approximately two
years later when the Legislature allocated $8 million for the Office of Tobacco Control,
MSDH, to create a state tobacco prevention and cessation program.
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However, most youth tobacco prevention programs and media campaigns had to be
abandoned in 2007 due to insufficient funds. The increased prevalence of youth smoking
in 2008 suggests that youth tobacco prevention campaigns, such as those directed by The
Partnership, were effective in reducing youth smoking. Data from future administrations
of the YTS will help us to determine if this lapse in program activity will have a longterm impact on
youth smoking rates,
or if the increase
observed in 2008
“Although many changes have taken place during
was an occurrence
the past ten years, our commitment to tobacco research has
that can be reversed
by the new programs
remained strong. The data we collect continues to indicate the
directed by the
overall downward turn for the prevalence of youth smoking,
Office of Tobacco
Control.

as well as the continued increase in negative attitudes toward
smoking by youth.”

Although
many
changes have taken
place during the
past ten years, our
commitment to tobacco research has remained strong. The data we collect continues
to indicate the overall downward turn for the prevalence of youth smoking, as well as
the continued increase in negative attitudes toward smoking by youth. Future
administrations of the YTS will play a key role in providing data to support the
significance of youth tobacco prevention programs. I look forward to a continued
role in this critical health campaign and to the challenges and success of the Youth
Tobacco Survey.
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“The spring 2008 administration of the survey
marked the ten-year anniversary of the YTS. During
the past decade, the state of Mississippi has profoundly
increased its capacity to target youth smoking, and the
data from the YTS demonstrate remarkable reductions
in the prevalence of smoking among our youth.”
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Encounters with and
Preparation for Nature’s
Unpredictability
By: Joseph “Dallas” Breen

Joseph “Dallas” Breen

Research Fellow, Research Associate II, SSRC
M.P.P.A., Mississippi State University
Mr. Breen has been with the SSRC since
2000.   His core responsibilities at the SSRC
include project and database management,
survey development, disaster management
research, and systems administration.   Breen
is currently pursuing his Ph.D. in Public
Policy and Administration with an economics
minor at MSU.
His research interests include disaster
response and recovery, disaster management
and mitigation, regional economics,
human capital, and mitigation strategies for
transient populations. Breen is the principal
investigator of the recent project titled
“Utilization of Emergency Alert Systems,”
which assesses the various emergency alert
systems currently available to the Oktibbeha
County and MSU areas.   Breen is also
analyzing the response and recovery efforts
focusing on metadata collection methods after
Hurricane Katrina and validating radio-based
data systems as valid warning devices as part of
the federal IPAWS warning structure.
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The meetings had come to an end.  Handshakes and business
cards were exchanged as we headed to the vehicle to venture
back to the Jackson International Airport.   We were on our
way back to Mississippi State University’s (MSU) campus and
were making preparations for our debriefing once we
returned.   I was in the midst of my second year at the Social
Science Research Center as the calendar read 2002.   As we
arrived at the airport, the group of research associates, staff,
and the director, Dr. Arthur G. Cosby, boarded the jet and
buckled in the ten-seater aircraft for what would become
a flight to remember.   This flight would be the catalyst
for my future research into disaster management and
emergency response.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we have spotted some rough
thunderstorms lurking around the Starkville area.   We will
monitor these closely and alert you to any changes in the
weather as we approach the area,” announced the pilot over
the intercom.   The consensus throughout the jet was that
of indifference, as if flying through thunderstorms was not
an unprecedented occurrence.   As we approached the outer
borders of the Choctaw/Winston county lines, we noticed
some ominous-looking thunderstorms on the on-board radar
located just to the side of the cockpit doors.  Looking around,
the tension began to mount on the faces of those on-board
the plane.  The cockpit was quiet while the windows darkened
and we entered the outer realm of the thunderstorms.  
Looking to my left, I noticed that Dr. Cosby managed to
keep a composed look forward as he focused on the radar
display ahead.  Trying to mimic his composure, I managed to
work up a smile and tell a quick joke to try to lighten the mood.
Not long after my attempt at humor, we all felt a series of
sharp, rigid bumps throughout the plane.   Looking around,
many began tightening their seatbelts as a consensus of
uneasiness rested over the passengers.   Seconds, which felt
like centuries, passed.   The plane began irregular hopping
motions as we ventured into what could only be surmised as

the worst part of the thunderstorm cell.   And then, WHAM!   Shaking my head in an
effort to regain composure, I felt the top of my head and noticed a sharp intense pain as
my hand passed over the crown of my skull.   The plane was jolted so violently that my
head managed to hit the plane’s interior ceiling.   Dazed, but still composed, I heard a
shriek from the rear of the plane as the plane began what felt like a free fall towards the
wooded area below.   We could see the plush tree line as we began our fall.   Looking
around, I realized that there were no sounds coming from the engines.   Panic began to
creep into my thoughts.   Just as the plane began what felt like a complete fall, we all
heard the most
incredible sound
we could.   The
plane’s
engines
“Realizing that these events unfolded in the span of no
were back online
more than a few minutes, they served as a base for my interests
and were running
full speed ahead.   
in emergency response and disaster recovery research.”
Soon thereafter,
the pilots managed
to turn the plane
back
to
the
southeast as they announced that we would be diverting our arrival to Meridian.   We
eventually landed in Meridian and traveled by car back to the MSU campus.   Realizing
that these events unfolded in the span of no more than a few minutes, they served as a base
for my interests in emergency response and disaster recovery research.
Volunteers, first responders, and others are asked to respond effectively and efficiently
during hectic and often dangerous events in society.   These events require the
coordination of response and recovery efforts at local, state, and federal levels.  Decision
makers make split-second choices that often impact the lives of many individuals.  These
very same decisions shape the culture of response and recovery efforts.
What could be coined as the most significant natural disaster in the past ten years,
particularly in the southeast region of the U.S., was the landfall and passing of Hurricane
Katrina.   This powerful hurricane created the landscape for what would become a
regional research thrust aimed at increasing emergency response knowledge along
the Mississippi Gulf Coast region.   A program of the Department of Homeland
Security, the Southeast Region Research Initiative (SERRI), allocated funds to address
the various states of emergency response and recovery efforts in Mississippi.  A program
contained within SERRI, the Mississippi Research Initiative (MRI), allocated research
resources to several of the major Universities in Mississippi, including MSU.  These funds
created an avenue for the SSRC to study the various emergency alert systems in the
Oktibbeha County, Mississippi, and MSU areas.
Collaboration with Mississippi-based commercial partners is encouraged through
SERRI’s programs.   This effort aims to coordinate research with commercial
technologies to increase effectiveness and efficiency in response efforts.  One example of
this type of partnership is evident in the project titled “Utilization of Emergency Alert
Systems: An Analysis of Emergency Alert Systems in Oktibbeha County and Mississippi
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State University,” which combines the research from the SSRC with the commercial
technologies from Global Security Systems, Inc., labeled “Alert FM.”   Using FM-based
technology, the Alert FM warning system allows individuals to be warned of any natural
or man-made disasters while also alerting them of the safe alternatives to respond to
the situations. Using the installation of this technology, the SSRC team proposed to create
a landscape assessment of all available emergency alert systems in the targeted areas.
Expanding on my prior research that involved lessons learned from first response efforts
and geospatial technologies, I undertook this project with the intentions of creating
an assessment tool for other counties, should they require information when making
decisions regarding the types of alerting technologies to implement.  
As the SSRC enters
into its sixth decade of
operations, the research
“Throughout my time at the SSRC, I have been
landscape
continues
a part of many interesting and unique research projects
to expand into new
and exciting areas of
requiring a broad array of information gathering and
society.   I began as an
knowledge sharing. Working at the SSRC has been
undergraduate research
assistant, transitioned
an incredible experience, and I anticipate numerous
through to a research
additional learning adventures as I begin my postassociate II, and am
now entering my time
graduate career as the Social Science Research Center
as a research fellow and
celebrates its sixtieth anniversary.”
systems administrator.
Throughout
my
time at the SSRC,
I have been a part
of many interesting and unique research projects requiring a broad array of
information gathering and knowledge sharing.   Working at the SSRC has been an
incredible experience, and I anticipate numerous additional learning adventures as
I begin my post-graduate career as the Social Science Research Center celebrates its
sixtieth anniversary.
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“What could be coined as the most significant
natural disaster in the past ten years, particularly in
the southeast region of the U.S., was the landfall and
passing of Hurricane Katrina. This powerful hurricane
created the landscape for what would become a regional
research thrust aimed at increasing emergency response
knowledge along the Mississippi Gulf Coast region.”
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ALERT FM
By: Jim Lowery

General Manager, Global Security Systems
In 2007, ALERT FM began working with the Social
Science Research Center on a study gauging people’s
reactions to and the effectiveness of emergency notification
devices, including ALERT FM.
ALERT FM is an aggregator of state and local emergency
information.   ALERT FM uses existing FM radio stations
to deliver emergency information to ALERT FM receivers.  
Information is also delivered via SMS text and email.   It
delivers up-to-date critical information, such as National
Oceanic Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) weather
warnings, evacuation instructions, school closings, and other
emergency information.
So how does it work?   Using the web, emergency management officials create a message and select the
appropriate group to receive the message. The message is then relayed, by satellite, to the data subcarrier of local
FM radio transmission towers, and is then broadcasted to ALERT FM receivers in the area. Overlapping signals
from different FM radio stations ensure that the receivers always pick up a signal, even when other
communication systems are disrupted, thereby maintaining operations in emergency situations.
One of the key features of ALERT FM is that targeted information can be sent to geographic areas, such as zip
codes, counties, or an entire state. It can also send emergency information to “need to know” groups, such as first
responders, local schools, campus administrators, citizens, or neighborhoods. This targeting ability ensures that
the right people receive the message at the right time. Protecting individuals during emergency situations is
critical to maintaining a working U.S. infrastructure.  
Through a joint partnership with the SSRC, Oktibbeha County and Mississippi State University are the newest
users of ALERT FM. Oktibbeha County first responders, schools, and citizens, as well as MSU students, faculty,
and staff will be able to receive critical information directly from county and university emergency managers. The
research done at the SSRC, combined with the infusion of new technology into the local area, provides a safer
and more knowledgeable citizen base.

Enriching lives through
emergency alert systems

Image courtesy of Jim Lowery, GSSNet

“ The research done at the SSRC, combined with
the infusion of new technology into the local area,
provides a safer and more knowledgeable citizen base.”
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A Brief History of the
Starkville Lynn Lane
Multi-Use Path
By: Dr. Ron Cossman

Dr. Ron Cossman

Associate Research Professor & Research Fellow,
SSRC
Dr. Cossman focuses his research on the
spatial analysis and visualization of health
conditions
and
causes.
He
uses
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and
data visualization technologies to investigate
the relationships between social and environmental factors and resulting health outcomes
such as death rate patterns and chronic illness
patterns.
He has authored several policy papers
and policy briefs for the Mississippi Health
Policy Research Center, including “Leading
Causes of Death Among Children in Mississippi,” “Impacts of Primary Seat Belt Laws on
Motor Vehicle Deaths Among Mississippi’s
Youth”, “Motor Vehicle Injuries and Deaths
Among Children in Mississippi: The Role of
a DUI Child Endangerment Law” and “Underage Drinking and Driving in Mississippi: A
Review of the Issue and Synthesis of the
Literature.”
Dr. Cossman also serves as chairman for
the Lynn Lane Committee within Starkville
in Motion.
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It was a dark and stormy night. No, seriously, it was.
Strategically placed low-tech trash cans captured rain
drops from the ceiling as two dozen like-minded cycling
proponents sat through high-tech PowerPoint slide shows
on what planning had been done in Starkville for major bike
paths, lanes, and new sidewalks. By coincidence (or was
it?), MSU’s Carl Small Cities Center had already identified
major needs and routes in town. It would be up to the newly
formed Starkville In Motion (SIM) to realize these plans.
After the presentations were over, we broke into groups to
work on one of the five selected projects. Using the sort of
logic that guided me so well through graduate school, I made
my decision based on totally irrelevant facts. The bike route
was Lynn Lane, and my wife’s name is Lynne. I took this to
be a sign. Fueled by a heady combination of enthusiasm and
ignorance, our group quickly agreed to start working on the
route that very weekend. Plans were made to walk/ride the
route. It was the early fall of 2005. Little did I realize the long
journey that this project would become.
It was during this period that providence entered the picture.
We were gearing up just as the city’s 2005 fall elections
were heating up. Candidates in search of any stationary
cluster of registered voters discovered SIM and started
dropping by our meetings. Of course after viewing a few
slides and hearing some presentations, all of our visitors were
converted to supporting SIM’s goals. Despite the selfpreservation nature of their support, it highlighted one
important aspect of pushing the project—we could rely
on support from the city for our projects. The downside to
this new working relationship was an unanticipated bout of
honesty.   The candidates were supportive, but they were also
unanimous in their interpretation of the city budget.  What we
were proposing would take the lion’s share of the city’s entire
allocation for streets and sidewalks.   We would have to look
elsewhere for funding.
Meanwhile, in Washington, a series of delays and ineptitude
in the federal budget process would play to our advantage.  

The massive transportation funding bill had been delayed by three years.  Tucked deeply
within the folds of the enormous spending bill was a grant program for building bike
paths and sidewalks.  Luckily, the grant program would become available just about the
same time that we could submit a grant proposal.   The only problem was who would
write the grant since the city did not have those capabilities.  We were stymied until one
of my coworkers pointed out the obvious, “Hey, you write grants for a living.”  “Well,” I
thought, “I do write grants for health research.   How hard can it be to write one for a
multi-use path?”   This was only my first miscalculation in transportation engineering.  
In the ensuing months, there were multiple meetings with the city’s engineer,
presentations to the
Board of Aldermen,
and updates to the
“It was a dark and stormy night. No, seriously, it
community and SIM.  
As the submission
was. Strategically placed low-tech trash cans captured rain
deadline
hurtled
drips from the ceiling as two dozen like-minded cycling
toward us, compromises
were made. During
proponents sat through high-tech PowerPoint slide shows
the process of grant
on what planning had been done in Starkville for major
writing, there were two
memorable incidents.
bike paths, lanes, and new sidewalks.”
First was the cost.  After
months of meticulously
detailing and costing out the route down to the linear foot, the grant total was in the
neighborhood of $5 million. It was beautiful. The path lined both sides of the route
with bollards (those decorative metal posts) to set off the path from the street.  However,
the city would be required to match 20% of the total cost.   Our project budget ran
into the buzz saw of fiscal reality.   We sacrificed one side of the street; the bollards
were mowed down, and the landscaping was pruned.   The project was now down to a
manageable $1.5 million.
As the submission deadline rushed toward us, we shifted into high gear.   The entire
packet would have to be completed in time for both the city engineer and the Board
of Aldermen to review the final product prior to submission.   The route map was
finalized, the detailed budget was completed, and the narrative was drafted.   It would
take one last push to finalize the packet.   SIM volunteer Kathy Jacobs met me in my
office on a Saturday morning to put the final packet together.  As is typical of the summer
at the SSRC, the A/C was on the fritz.   Since we were merging a number of different
kinds of documents and appendixes into one packet, we had to hand number some of
the pages.   As Kathy patiently glued tiny page numbers and hand collated the packet,
she tried to avoid dripping sweat on the pages.   I could not help but be struck by the
fact that almost one year’s worth of SIM effort was now dependent on manual
cutting and pasting.
The grant was submitted on time, August first, and we sat back to await the result. And
wait. And wait. Around Christmas of 2006, word leaked out that our grant had been
awarded in full, and we ramped up for the celebratory party.   And then, we waited
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some more.   Due diligence had been a somewhat abstract notion.   In the hands of the
Mississippi Department of Transportation, the grant proposal and ensuing engineering
contract were examined closely, at length, in a detailed fashion and at multiple levels.  
Ultimately, we did get word, and we did, indeed, celebrate—with the mayor, several
alderman, many SIM
members and even Lynn
Spruill, the namesake of
Lynn Lane, who was in
attendance.

The Lynn Lane Multi-Use Path will be used by both
MSU students and Starkville residents, like the SSRC’s
Dr. Robert McMillen, pictured above.

Fast forward to the
fall of 2009. The city
has
moved
ahead
with the preliminary
engineering, sufficient
to make the project
“shove ready.” Due to
right-of-way and utility
relocation issues, the
city was unable to meet
the state’s construction
schedule and was forced
to turn the construction
money back to the
state. But a new federal
transportation budget
is just around the corner
and with it will come
another
opportunity
for Lynn Lane funding.
Forward
progress
is being made—if one
uses the appropriate time
scale.

What have the last
three years taught me?  
They have reinforced
the virtues of patience and persistence. We will build the Lynn Lane Multi-Use Path to
connect the University campus with student housing and the city’s Sportplex and parks.  
We will find additional funding for landscaping and signage.   Now, if only I can find
someone who needs to unload some bollards.
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Lynn Lane Multi-Use Path

“What have the last three years taught me? They
have reinforced the virtues of patience and persistence.
We will build the Lynn Lane Multi-Use Path to connect
the university campus with student housing and the city’s
Sportplex and parks. We will find additional funding
for landscaping and signage. Now, if only I can find
someone who needs to unload some bollards.”
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Not Another
Campus Job
By: Lee Weiskopf

Research Associate I, SSRC
M.P.P.A., Mississippi State University
Most freshman students at Mississippi State University
(MSU) spend their first days on campus trying to figure out
the names of the many buildings of the sprawling campus
and where they can park, or in most cases, cannot.   I am
different.  On my first day as an MSU Bulldog, I reported to
work at the Social Science Research Center.  Fast forward five
years, and I am still waking up every morning and going to
work at the SSRC.   However, using the word “work” sounds
like it is something that is just a job, but it is far from that.  
Working at the SSRC is an opportunity that allows me to  
work on issues that are in sync with my professional and personal interests, all while making a difference.
I was offered a job the summer after my senior year of high school by Dr. Arthur Cosby, who I would work for as
an undergraduate research assistant.   Dr. Cosby contacted me after receiving a reference from Sharon Kittrell, a
family friend of mine from my hometown of Columbia, and a long-time associate and employee of Dr. Cosby
and the SSRC.   I really had no clue what this job was about, but Mrs. Kittrell promised me that it would be a
great opportunity—“one that I could not pass up,” she said. I am now a full-time research associate and just finished
my master’s in Public Policy and Administration.   My relationship with the SSRC has changed my views about
life, society, myself, and has even changed my personal plans and goals.  I never planned to become a full-time staff
member, but I saw the great opportunity that it provides for those who are associated with the SSRC, especially
those allowed to have Dr. Cosby as a mentor.  
Even though I technically began as a student worker, I had no ordinary job.  Any of Dr. Cosby’s student research
assistants are allowed opportunities that put them in the middle of the action.  He prides himself on taking young
scholars into important meetings and giving them important responsibilities, but with those benefits comes the
expectation that the student will produce superior results and learn along the way.  The most inspiring thing about
Dr. Cosby is how supportive he is of his students’ goals and interests.  He does not just assign tasks; he matches a
person’s talents and interests with a project at the Center because he knows using a person’s talents and interests will

Enriching lives through
preparing students for the future
in turn yield exemplary results.  I will never forget Dr. Cosby taking me down to the College Board in Jackson to
discuss the “Future of Mississippi.”   He knew that my passion was seeking ways to improve the quality of life in
Mississippi through education, and he knew about my love for politics and government.  He threw me in the project
and let me get my “hands dirty” with it.   Through my participation in the MSU Student Association, I used my
knowledge about the College Board and higher education in Mississippi to successfully lobby for legislation that
allowed for a student member on the College Board.  Having the opportunity to work as an undergraduate at the
SSRC is more than a job and a way to make money; it can be a way to become involved in society and to help propel
one to a bright future.
Now that my role has changed at the Center from part-time student to full-time research associate, the values
and opportunities that come with working at the Center have not changed.   I have become more hands-on with
projects and do more independent work, all the while continuing to learn new skills and traits that come with the
job.   I have seen former student workers of the SSRC go on to graduate programs at such institutions as the
University of Texas at Austin and Colorado State University, and I am sure that their work at the SSRC is one of
the main reasons for their admission to those programs.  I chose to remain at Mississippi State University and the
SSRC because I believe that it will continue to prepare me for my future, one where I hope to make a difference
and improve society.  I will always be thankful for my time at the SSRC and especially to Dr. Cosby because, through
my association with them both, I learned many things that will help shape me into the person and professional that
I want and need to become.  

“I will always be thankful for my time at the
SSRC and especially to Dr. Cosby because, through
my association with them both, I learned many things
that will help shape me into the person and professional
that I want and need to become.”
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Delta Directions
By: Emily Broad
Who would have thought that a northeastern city girl who
had never lived more than ten minutes from the heart of a
large urban center would have ended up in the rural
Mississippi Delta? Certainly not I.   Well, okay, I’ll admit I
was looking for an adventure.   In my last year of law school,
rather than play it safe and work in a big law firm in New York
City or Washington, DC, I looked at job opportunities all
over the world, in places like Bosnia, Cambodia, Rwanda,
and South Africa.  One place I never expected to go was rural
Mississippi.   And I would not have ended up here if it were
not for the Social Science Research Center.

Photo courtesy of Emily Broad

Emily Broad

Postdoctoral Mississippi Delta Research Fellow,
SSRC
Delta Clinical Fellow, Harvard Law School
Emily Broad provides the leadership for
the Delta Directions Consortium. Emily is
interested in taking research on the Delta and
finding ways to turn this into transformational and interdisciplinary change in the region.
She works with MSU, Harvard Law School,
Harvard School of Public Health, University
of Tennessee Medical Center, Delta State University, Dreyfus Health Foundation, and various local partners.
Emily served as senior editor for International Law Journal Digest. Previous positions
include clinical work at Harvard Law School
through the International Human Rights
Clinical, the Refugee and Asylum Clinical,
the War Crimes Clinical and an independent
clinical at the Support Center for Child Advocates in Philadelphia. Emily also worked as
a summer legal associate at Cleary Gottlieb
Steen & Hamilton LLP and the Khmer Institute for Democracy (Cambodia). Prior to law
school, she worked as executive director of JSPAN, a start-up non-profit organization based
out of Philadelphia.
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I was recruited to work for the Delta Directions Consortium,
an interdisciplinary group of individuals from academic
institutions and foundations that work together to create
transformational change in the Mississippi Delta region.  This
Consortium is a loose network of individuals at Mississippi
State’s Social Science Research Center, Delta State University
Institute for Community-Based Research, Harvard School
of Public Health, Harvard Law School, the University of
Tennessee Medical Science Center, the University of Arkansas
for Medical Sciences, Mississippi Valley State University,
the Dreyfus Health Foundation, and the Winokur Family
Foundation.   Consortium members have done years of
research on the poor public health and lack of economic
opportunity in the Delta, and they were looking for someone
to implement projects responsive to this research in order
to catalyze change, both by applying models that have been
successful elsewhere in the world and by developing new
and innovative programs specific to this region.  My position
was to be the first “Delta Fellow,” a joint position funded by
the SSRC and Harvard Law School, through a grant from the
Winokur Family Foundation.  
By March 2008, I had met with all of the individuals from the
Delta Directions Consortium that did not live in Mississippi.  
The next step was to come down to the Delta and meet the
folks on the ground and see if I could make the transition to
live in this area.  My first stop was Clarksdale, Mississippi, in
the heart of the Delta.  Unfortunately, I arrived in Clarksdale
on a Sunday, and, to make matters worse, it was Easter Sunday.  
Not a soul in sight.   Believe me, coming from a big city, you
know you are in the wrong neighborhood when you find

yourself on a street with no people in sight.   That night, in my little rented room
above Ground Zero Blues Club, I did not sleep one wink.  I thought to myself, “Dear God,
please let me get out of this place alive; if I do, I promise I will never come back!”
After that interminable night, Monday morning rolled around, and I had meetings
scheduled with some of our partners in Clarksdale.  As it turned out, I had a wonderful
time.   They showed me the highlights of the town, and got me reinvigorated about the
prospect of coming down and working for the Delta Directions Consortium, though I
was still hesitant and remembered my sleepless night in Ground Zero.   After a full day
of meetings, we got in the car and headed to Starkville and the SSRC.    I arrived to a
warm welcome from
Dr. Cosby and a
fabulous dinner at, you
guessed it, The Veranda.  
“In my work with the SSRC, I have consistently
I spent only a few days
been impressed with the wonderful people, the
at the SSRC, but as
the hours unfolded, I
quality of work, and the true interdisciplinary
saw what a wonderful
nature of the endeavors undertaken by the Center.
and innovative place
the Center is.   I met
While I may not live in Mississippi forever, I hope
as diverse a group of
to always remain a part of the SSRC family!”
faculty and students as
I have ever met working
in one building, and I
was warmly welcomed by everyone.  I thought to myself, “With this as my home base, I
can definitely move to Mississippi.”
I moved down to the Delta in August 2008, and after a few months working in the
Delta and going back and forth on trips to the SSRC in Starkville, I found that I
loved my position and decided to stay for a second year.   My work is incredibly
challenging and open-ended, but it is also what I was looking for in many ways.  I have
been able to design projects, draft policy recommendations, and work with diverse
stakeholders, from small community-based organizations to state-level agencies.   One
of the greatest experiences has been bringing groups of Harvard Law students down to
the Delta to work on projects with the SSRC and other local partners.   I love showing
outsiders this foreign part of the United States that has become my home.
In my work with the SSRC, I have consistently been impressed with the wonderful
people, the quality of work, and the true interdisciplinary nature of the endeavors
undertaken by the Center.  While I may not live in Mississippi forever, I hope to always
remain a part of the SSRC family!
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“In fact, I am grateful for every project,
every moment spent with my colleagues, and
every opportunity I have been given through
my experience with the SSRC.”                                                   
                                                                 -Holli Hitt Seitz
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20 Years of Disaster
Research at the SSRC
By: Dr. Duane Gill

Photo courtesy of Dr. Duane A. Gill



On March 24, 1989, the supertanker Exxon Valdez
ran aground on Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound
(PWS), Alaska, spilling eleven to thirty-three million
gallons of crude oil that eventually covered more
than 1,200 miles of rugged Alaskan coastline.   The
spill occurred at the beginning of the bioregion’s
most biologically active season and had a devastating
impact on the natural environment and the human
communities that rely on its renewable natural
resources.



On December 8, 2004, the Malaysian-flagged freighter
Selendang Ayu, carrying 66,000 tons of soybeans and
more than 500,000 gallons of fuel, grounded and
split in two off of Unalaska Island, a remote, wildliferich area in Alaska’s Aleutian Island chain.  More than
300,000 gallons of heavy bulk fuel leaked from the
Selendang Ayu, much of which washed ashore on the
beaches of Skan Bay and Makushin Bay—areas that
provide recreational, subsistence, and commercial
fishing resources for residents of the Dutch Harbor/
Unalaska community.



The most catastrophic hurricane in recent history made
landfall on the Mississippi Gulf Coast on August 29,
2005, obliterating local communities and flooding
the city of New Orleans when water breached the
city’s levees.  More than one million people evacuated
the area, including more than 50,000 New Orleans
college students, who were forced to relocate for the fall
semester. Five years after the disaster, many Mississippi
and Louisiana communities, including some New
Orleans neighborhoods, have yet to recover.

Dr. Duane A. Gill

Department Head, Sociology Department,
Oklahoma State University
Research Fellow (1987-2009), SSRC
Dr. Gill is part of a research team that has
been investigating human impacts of the 1989
Exxon Valdez Oil Spill in Alaska through a
series of longitudinal studies.   His other
research projects include a study of
community impacts of the 2004 Selendang
Ayu shipwreck and oil spill, the environmental impacts of the 2007 Cosco Busan oil spill
in San Francisco Bay, and impacts of Hurricane Katrina.  These research activities seek to
understand community preparedness for, response to, and recovery from disasters.
In addition, he organized and led
a Katrina Summit that brought together
several nationally and regionally recognized
disaster scholars to discuss research needs and
approaches to the disaster.
Dr. Gill is past President of the Mid-South
Sociological Association and the Alabama
Mississippi Sociological Association. Dr. Gill
is also a Fulbright Scholar, having spent the
1998-99 academic year at the University of
Bahrain.
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A common link between these three events is that they have all
served as case studies for over twenty years of disaster research
at the Social Science Research Center (SSRC) at Mississippi
State University (MSU).   My interest in disasters began
when I was a Ph.D. student at Texas A&M University.  
A train derailment and toxic spill in the small rural

community of Livingston, Louisiana, occurred in September 1982.   I was fortunate
to work with Steve Picou on a court-ordered study of the disaster.   Steve was my
major professor and the lead social scientist on the study.   Digging into the literature,
I became interested in disasters that were caused by human error or breakdowns in
technology and complex organizations.   These ‘technological’ disasters seemed to be
different from ‘natural’ disasters, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, tornados, floods,
and tsunamis, particularly regarding how people and communities were affected.   I
pursued the topic in my dissertation and used Livingston as a case study.

The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill
During my first year at MSU in 1988, Steve included me on a proposal to the “Quick
Response” program operated by the Natural Hazards Center at the University of
Colorado.   The program is
designed to provide travel
funds for scientists to arrive at
a disaster setting and conduct
research shortly after an event
occurs.   Our proposal to
study a technological disaster
was approved, and we were
basically waiting for a disaster
to occur when the Exxon
Valdez ran aground in 1989.
Steve and I selected the
community of Cordova,
Alaska, as our case study site.  
Cordova is a small, rural, and
isolated community that is
economically and culturally
tied to renewable natural
resources such as salmon,
herring, halibut, and other
fish, as well as plants and
wildlife found in the
ecosystem.   Commercial
fishing is the economic
foundation of the community,
and, prior to the spill,
Cordova was among the
top ten fishing ports in
the U.S. in terms of fishing
revenues.   It has dropped
out of the top fifty fishing
ports since the spill.  
Alaska Natives comprise

Harbor in Prince William’s Sound
“Commercial fishing is the economic foundation
of the community [of Cordova], and, prior to the spill,
Cordova was among the top ten fishing ports in the U.S.
in terms of fishing revenues. It has dropped out of the top
fifty fishing ports since the spill.”
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about twenty percent of the population and subsistence remains an important
part of their culture.   Subsistence is emulated by many non-Natives through
personal use of resources, particularly with hunting and fishing.   We coined the
term “renewable resource community” to emphasize Cordova’s strong ties to the
environment that was being damaged by the spill.
During our first trip to Cordova,
we observed that the community
was responding to the disaster as
if it were a sprint, when, in fact,
it was going to be a marathon.  
Neither Steve nor I envisioned the
disaster to continue on for more
than twenty years.  Resources such
as herring have not recovered
from the disaster, and litigation
to obtain compensation for
damages caused by the spill
remained under appeal and
unresolved until 2008.   At stake
was $5 billion in punitive damages
plus interest to be shared with
some 33,000 plaintiffs.  
Our research has documented a
persistence of social disruption
and psychological stress within
the community, particularly
among commercial fishermen
This marks where the Exxon tanker ran aground in 1989
and Alaska Natives.   Disruptions
in family, work, and community
“Resources such as herring have not recovered
life; loss of social capital; corrosive
from the disaster, and litigation to obtain
disputes among residents; and
high levels of depression, anxiety,
compensation for damages caused by the spill
and post-traumatic stress disorder
remained under appeal and unresolved until 2008.”
(PTSD) have been fueled by
the slow recovery of the natural
environment and a prolonged
litigation process.   A 1994 jury
verdict found Exxon responsible for the spill and damages from the spill.   The court
decision bounced back and forth between the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals and Federal
District Court in Anchorage for fourteen years until the Supreme Court issued a final
ruling in 2008.

Exxon Valdez Marker

We have taken on different roles during this research saga.   We began as independent
researchers with a goal of advancing the social scientific understanding of disasters,
particularly technological disasters.   In 1992, Exxon dragged us into the litigation
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process by issuing a subpoena for the data we had collected.  This action threatened the
protection of our human subjects, and in response, we became ‘expert witnesses’ for the
plaintiffs.  The persistence of social disruption and psychological stress documented by our
research was a community-wide problem that led us to take on an ‘applied sociologist’
role.   Steve received a grant in 1995 to develop, implement, and evaluate an alternative
mental health program for the Cordova community.  A major success of the project was
the development of a guidebook that other disaster-stricken communities could use.  
When resolution of the litigation became likely, our roles as independent researchers
became predominate as we became interested in how the settlement would affect the
community: would it reduce social disruption and psychological stress, prolong them, or
create new problems?
The Supreme Court reduced the punitive damage award to $507 million to be shared
by 33,000 plaintiffs and their attorneys throughout the U.S.   Initial reactions to this
decision in Cordova included shock, anger, and outrage, along with a sense of injustice
and betrayal.   Ironically, as this book goes to press, our team is preparing to continue
research on this latest phase of the Exxon Valdez disaster.
Research on the EVOS has been a team effort,
with Steve and me at the core.  Collaborators
include anthropologist Chris Dyer,
regional economist Maurie Cohen, clinical
psychologist Kati Arata, and sociologists
Evans Curry, Dave Johnson, Brent Marshall,
and Liesel Ritchie.   SSRC scientists who
have assisted include Wolfgang Frese and
Jon Carr.   The EVOS also provided a
foundation for studying other disasters.

The Selendang Ayu Shipwreck and
Oil Spill
The second largest oil spill in Alaska
occurred when the Selendang Ayu split in
two and spilled more than 300,000 gallons
of heavy fuel oil.   Once again, a “Quick
“The second largest oil spill in Alaska
Response” grant provided travel money to
study the event.   This time, Liesel Ritchie
occurred when the Selendang Ayu split in two
and I collaborated on the project, and
and spilled more than 300,000 gallons of heavy
we focused on the International Port of
Dutch Harbor adjacent to the Unalaska
fuel oil.”
community.    With a population around
4,300,
Dutch
Harbor/Unalaska
is
another renewable resource community that is small in size, but big in seafood.   The
community is the nation’s leading port in the seafood industry because it annually
processes more than $1 billion of fish and crab resources.   The oil spill, though several
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miles away, threatened this industry, particularly when a few tar balls began appearing in
Unalaska Bay—a major source of water used in fish processing.  Tar balls in the bay were
removed, and vigilant inspection of seafood processing prevented closure of the
industry and averted a disaster.
The incident represented a ‘shot across the bow’ for Dutch Harbor/Unalaska, reminding
the community of risks associated with a high volume of international shipping
occurring in the region and providing a
worst case scenario.  Liesel and I arrived
in the community on February 4, 2005,
“The incident represented a ‘shot across
and began meeting with community
leaders that evening. Using a
the bow’ for Dutch Harbor/Unalaska,
combination of purposive and snowball
reminding the community of risks associated
sampling techniques, we intentionally
selected
individuals
representing
with a high volume of international shipping
various stakeholders within the Dutch
occurring in the region and providing a worst
Harbor/Unalaska community and
successfully completed thirty-one
case scenario.”
interviews during our ten-day stay.   In
addition to our interviews, we worked
with a community planning committee
to develop a program for the Aleutian Life Forum, an annual event held in August.  The
theme was going to be the Selendang Ayu incident.
Dutch Harbor/Unalaska is characterized by severe weather and environmental
conditions that make commercial fishing one of the area’s deadliest occupations.   In
fact, the community and the Bering Sea provide the setting for the popular TV
docudrama The Deadliest Catch.   Our own experience with weather extremes occurred
one bright, sunshiny morning when we walked from Dutch Harbor to Unalaska to
work in the library.  After a couple of hours of intently working on a computer, I glanced
outside and was amazed to see snow falling with almost a six- inch accumulation and more
on the way.  Instead of the comfortable fifty degree weather we enjoyed while going there,
we were now facing twenty degree weather with strong winds and blowing snow.  Luckily,
we found a ride back to Dutch Harbor and, in a couple of days, most of the snow had melted
as temperatures began to increase.
In August 2005, Liesel and I returned to the community to serve as keynote speakers at the
Aleutian Life Forum, where other oil spill scientists were presenting their findings.  After
defining “technological disaster” and describing expected impacts on communities, we
concluded that the Selendang Ayu incident was not a disaster; rather, it was a ‘shot across
the bow’ that raised awareness of the potential disastrous effects of closing the economic
backbone of the community.  At the same time, we found that stakeholder groups most
closely tied to the damaged resources (i.e. small-boat crab fishermen, Alaska Natives, and
environmentalists) expressed great concern about immediate threats posed by the oil spill
and threats from potential future accidents.   Although there was substantial discussion
about improving community resilience to threats from international shipping accidents,
the community remains almost as vulnerable today as it did in 2004.
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Hurricane Katrina
Two days after returning from the Aleutian Life Forum in Alaska, Hurricane Katrina
slammed into the Gulf Coast and spawned calamity in New Orleans.   The SSRC
offered assistance to the relief effort, and many SSRC scientists were eager to apply
their scientific expertise to the cause.  Having just given a presentation on disasters a week
earlier, Liesel and I provided a basic overview of disasters and disaster research to help
orient these new ‘disaster researchers.’   The years of disaster studies in Alaska were
beginning to pay dividends back home.   For example, the community guidebook on
mental health which resulted from Steve’s project in Cordova was being used by several
groups through the efforts of Linda Southward, who learned of its existence in the
presentation made to SSRC scientists.   I also joined a group of SSRC scientists that
were interested in how the disaster was affecting MSU students, and we began to organize
a study of this issue.
While all of this activity was
unfolding, I was concerned about
several colleagues who lived in
New Orleans and the surrounding
area.  Did they evacuate, or did they
not get out?   Where were they?  
How could I help?   Slowly word
trickled in on many of them,
but not for Tony Ladd, a colleague
and friend of mine for more than
sixteen years.   Fortunately, Tony
arrived in Starkville a few days
later, and we were able to help
him temporarily relocate until
the situation improved in New
Orleans.   Tony and six other
displaced
scholars
received
office
space
and
research
support from the SSRC.   This
provided an opportunity for
us to collaborate on Katrinarelated research, and along
with
John
Marszalek
and
Dennis McSeveney, we used
the MSU student survey to
develop a study of displaced college
students from Loyola, Xavier, and
the University of New Orleans.

Lower 9th Ward (New Orleans, LA)
“Two days after returning from the Aleutian
Life Forum in Alaska, Hurricane Katrina slammed
into the Gulf Coast and spawned calamity in New
Orleans.”

Another Katrina-related research activity supported by the SSRC and MAFES was
a “Katrina Summit” held at MSU in November 2005.   The Summit consisted of
eighteen invited scholars, including four of the displaced scholars, who specialized in

A Commitment

to

People •

135

SSRC: 60 years

of

Commitment

to

Innovation

& Excellence

disasters, risks, and hazards.  The summit produced a set of guiding principles of disaster
research that was recently published in a special issue of Sociological Spectrum devoted
to Hurricane Katrina research.   I was asked to be guest editor of that special volume,
which also included my 2005 Mid-South Sociological Association Presidential
Address that focused on disasters and Katrina.  

Summary
These three events only represent some of the disaster research at the SSRC.   There
are others that are noteworthy.   For example, during the early stages of the EVOS
research, I collaborated with Steve on a study of the Houston, Texas, neighborhood of
Southbend, which was adjacent to the Brio Superfund Site and was experiencing severe
health problems among its youth.   In addition, when a coal waste reservoir in Martin
County, Kentucky, ruptured and spilled more than 300 million gallons of coal waste
into local creeks and waterways, Stephanie McSpirit from Eastern Kentucky asked me
to provide advice and assistance in designing a study of community effects.   A few days
after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Art Cosby supported a national survey
on public perceptions of the disaster-like events.   Liesel and I teamed with
volcanologist Bruce Houghton from the University of Hawaii, as well as scientists from
Tasmania, New Zealand, to examine factors that enhance community resiliency and
preparedness for tsunamis.  Using “Quick Response” grants, Liesel and I have studied New
Orleans neighborhoods struck by a tornado in February 2007 and the November 2007
Cosco Busan shipwreck and oil spill in San Francisco Bay.  Disaster research may be seen as
opportunistic, but unfortunately, opportunities keep occurring.
During the past twenty years of disaster research at the SSRC, I have been fortunate to
have the support of Art Cosby, MAFES leaders Vance Watson and Verner Hurt, and the
many colleagues who have teamed with me to study these events.  The result is a line of
research that has produced sound scientific findings and improved the well-being of
many disaster survivors.
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“The result is a line of research that
has produced sound scientific findings and
improved the well-being of many disaster
survivors.”
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Showcase
Alaska Hero
By: Dr. J. Steven Picou

Professor of Sociology, University of South Alabama (Mobile)
Dr. Duane Gill’s research on the Exxon Valdez oil spill represents
twenty years of outstanding scholarship, field work, and community
relations in Cordova, Alaska. It has been my privilege to have
worked closely with him throughout this time. Duane’s field-work
skills reflect his meticulous approach to methodological detail,
his tireless commitment to data collection, and his uncanny ability
to respond to the many serendipitous challenges that characterize
extended sojourns in the field. Nonetheless, in my opinion, his
most noteworthy action in the field was a response to an
unplanned crisis situation in the Alaska wilderness that was actually
a life-saving achievement.
In early July of 1991, our field team in Cordova consisted of two
sociologists, one anthropologist, one economist, an administrative
assistant, and eight Earthwatch field personnel. The Earthwatch field volunteers arrived in the Cordova community
every two weeks. They spent four days being trained and then were assigned various research tasks for the remainder of
their stay. Weekends were non-working days, and there were opportunities to view the scenic Alaskan wilderness that
surrounds the Cordova community. Activities included hiking, photography, wildlife observation, and fishing. One
Saturday, a group decided that they wanted to take an extended hike through the Chugach National Forest, which provides
the scenic backdrop to the Cordova community. The route selected would involve a 12.5 mile hike up Power Creek
Trail that connects to Crater Lake Trail, where the hikers would slowly descend toward Mount Eyak and arrive at Crater
Lake (1500 feet), and then hike down to the Crater Lake trailhead. A 5.5 mile ridge route connects the two trails and
provides incredible views, abundant wildflowers, blueberries, and precarious ledges.
Photo courtesy of Dr. J. Steven Picou

Needless to say, the hikers got off to a late start and, at the last minute, Duane volunteered to lead the hikers on what was
to turn out to be a demanding, dangerous, and life-threatening adventure. Several of us told Duane that we would meet
his group at Crater Lake in the late afternoon and all would hike down to the trailhead together. Duane and three
Earthwatch volunteers headed up the demanding switchbacks of Power Creek trail around noon. They were two to
three hours late in starting, but given the extended summer Alaskan daylight hours, no one was concerned about
the departure time. The hikers had plenty of water, some candy bars, bug spray, and cameras.
It is common to have extremely rapid and unexpected weather changes in South Central Alaska. When the hikers left,
the sky was mostly sunny; however, by 6 p.m. Saturday evening, a damp, thick fog moved inland from Orca Inlet and
surrounded the area. The fog was so thick that there was a zero ceiling and visibility was limited to, at best, five to ten
feet. As the fog continued to thicken and the dampness began to take on the characteristics of a heavy rain, Pat (my wife)
and I began to worry about Duane and the three Earthwatch volunteers. Knowing that their pace was slowed by the
fog and aware that the fog not only took away their ability to see, but also made the rocks and boulders along the trail
dangerously slippery, we decided to go up Crater Lake trail to find them.  As we slowly hiked up the steep ledge, a man

Enriching lives through
disaster research and education
appeared running down the trail in tennis shoes and a wetsuit. He stopped as we appeared to him through the fog and
immediately asked “What are you guys doing hiking this trail in this weather?” We introduced ourselves and explained
that four of our colleagues had left at noon to hike the 12.5 mile combined Power Creek – Crater Lake Trail route. He
asked if they had hiking boots and rain gear similar to ours. We told him “they did” and he recommended we return with
him down to the trailhead, contact the Cordova Fire Chief (Dewey Whitsell) and wait. If Duane’s group failed to return
to town by morning, a search and rescue party would be assembled. If the fog cleared, he would fly his plane and locate
the hikers in no time. This is how we first met Jim “Upside Down” Brown, a local bush pilot, fisherman, and avid trail
runner. We took his advice and together went down the trail to town.
At 5 a.m. Sunday morning, we went to the fire station and Chief Whitsell assembled the Cordova Search and Rescue
team. Seven people came, coffee cups in hand, and received a briefing on the lost hikers. Three team members and two
search dogs went to the Power Creek Trailhead to pick up the scent of the hikers and follow their route. Two other team
members were to head up Crater Lake Trail and the two search and rescue parties would hike toward each other hoping to
eventually locate the hikers. I volunteered to go with Bob Pudwell and Bob Plumb up Crater Lake Trail. Two other team
members manned the radios in the valley below the two trailheads to relay messages about the progress of the search and
rescue mission. Before departing, Pat and I were shocked and concerned as several 300 Winchester Magnum rifles were
distributed to the team. Bob Pudwell and Bob Plumb each carried 44 Magnum pistols in their shoulder holsters; as we
became acquainted with the team, we were told that Duane and his three companions were in an area where numerous
brown bears had recently been sited. I shuddered to think of this additional risk that Duane and his party had to face. As
the two search and rescue parties began up the trails, the fog still covered the mountains, but the visibility was improving.
As I struggled to keep up with the accelerated pace of my two search and rescue companions, my thoughts were
with Duane and his party. The temperature grew colder as we gained altitude; we stopped once for a radio check and,
as we reached the alpine bowl at the top of the trail, the huge icebergs floating in Crater Lake were barely visible. Bob
Pudwell and Bob Plumb continued up a very steep slope and at that point, I had to stop. I watched them disappear over
a high ridge. In twenty minutes or so I heard them repeatedly yelling Duane’s name; in time I heard a faint reply.
Duane and his party had been found.
As all seven of us gathered to hike down the trail, it soon became apparent that Duane’s survival skills pulled the
hikers through what could have been a deadly situation. As they were encapsulated by the fog, Duane located an
appropriate area to build a shelter with available tree limbs and other pieces of wood. He next secured some moss and
located some relatively dry kindling and, by breaking several cigarette lighters, he managed to start a fire, despite the
extremely wet conditions. Next, he collected all food and water and rationed what little they had in anticipation of
being stranded for several days. He made lots of noise to purposefully ward off bears and created a division of labor for
collecting firewood and rocks and instructed his team as to what types of wood would be appropriate. He never
let anyone go further than vocal distance from the campsite. However, when one elderly hiker began showing
symptoms of hypothermia, Duane used close body contact techniques and occasional sips of warm water to maintain
the gentleman’s body temperature throughout the night. He also repeatedly reassured everyone in his party that the fog
would clear and that they would be found.
As we returned to town, everyone involved agreed, Duane Gill was a true Alaska Hero. His response to a perilous
situation was, according to the search and rescue team, perfect, and insured that no lives were lost and that no one was
seriously injured. Oh yes, Jim Brown, Dewey Whitsell, Bob Pudwell, and Bob Plumb all became friends and strong
supporters of our project after that, and Dr. Duane A. Gill was conducting interviews early the next morning.
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The Notion of “Healthy
and Unhealthy Places”
By: Dr. Ron Cossman on behalf of Drs. Arthur Cosby, Ron
Cossman, Lynne Cossman, and Wes James, who have all
contributed to this line of research
The ancients recognized what places were.  They could locate
and name sacred places, healing places, and safe places.
Conversely they knew of evil places, dangerous places, and
places of sickness.   So when people reside in one of these
healing or sick places, is their health actually affected?  If so, is
it the place, the people who inhabit that place, or a complex
interaction of the two that is responsible for their health
outcomes? That is the gist of our inquiry into Healthy and
Unhealthy Places in the U.S.

Dr. Ron Cossman

Associate Research Professor & Research Fellow,
SSRC
Dr. Cossman focuses his research on the
spatial analysis and visualization of health
conditions and causes. He uses Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and data
visualization technologies to investigate the
relationships between social and environmental factors and resulting health outcomes
such as death rate patterns and chronic illness
patterns.
He has authored several policy papers
and policy briefs for the Mississippi Health
Policy Research Center, including “Leading
Causes of Death Among Children in Mississippi,” “Impacts of Primary Seat Belt Laws on
Motor Vehicle Deaths Among Mississippi’s
Youth,” “Motor Vehicle Injuries and Deaths
Among Children in Mississippi: The Role of
a DUI Child Endangerment Law,” and “Underage Drinking and Driving in Mississippi: A
Review of the Issue and Synthesis of the
Literature.”
Dr. Cossman also serves as chairman for
the Lynn Lane Committee within Starkville
in Motion.
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Dr. Arthur Cosby was the first one in our research group to
articulate the notion of Healthy and Unhealthy Places.   He
had observed over his years of research that certain regions
seemed to have had poorer health and higher death rates
than the rest of the nation.   The rest of the research team
brought their own perspectives to the research agenda: Ron
Cossman, a health geographer and demographer; Lynne
Cossman, a medical sociologist and demographer; and Wes
James, then a sociology graduate student.
In science, it is not sufficient to claim that there is an issue or
interesting question.  Rather, one must first lay the groundwork
and document the problem.  And so we did—for the next five
years.  We chose to use an unambiguous measure of health—
death.   We compiled death rates at the county level (the
smallest level of geography publicly available) for the last
thirty years.   We also controlled the age/sex/race
composition so that different demographical counties could
be directly compared.   To control for small populations in
rural areas, we pooled the rates in five year blocks.   We
confirmed that over the past thirty years, death rates had
continued to decline in the U.S.   Yet, when we ranked the
counties by death rates for the six time periods, some
of the same counties were consistently at the top or
bottom of the list.   If a county was high/low in three
or more of the six time periods, we dubbed them
healthy or unhealthy counties.   We used various definitions
of high/low, and while we ultimately chose the standard

deviation unit of measure, changing measures had no effect on the outcome.   The same
counties kept making the list.
To this point, our research was an exercise in ranking of health outcomes, but then things
took a geographic twist.   We wanted to test for geographic clustering.   Were the high/
low counties in
the same region or
even
contiguous?  
Our first effort was
an animated map.
We color coded our
counties and sent the
map forward through
the thirty years.  
Watching the map
pulsate, we could
visually detect a
pattern.   The colors
were not bouncing
around the map,
and
the
high/
low counties were
not
randomly
distributed.  What we
saw was geographic
clustering;
the
high/low
death
rate  
counties
were
grouped
together.   Again
with a nod to the
scientific process, we set out to measure and “prove” the clustering.  We used a series of
spatial statistics to measure the clustering.  We now had proof of clusters of high/low death
rate counties that were persistent and stable across thirty years.1,2,3   In other words, we
had identified Healthy and Unhealthy Places that were stable across both time and place.
The findings were also significant in another way. Scientists are always striving for a
theory that will explain everything that they find. In our case, health outcomes are
commonly linked to poverty, concentrations of minorities, rural settings, and lack of
access to health care. However, our findings did not match any of these supposed
explanations. Our “unhealthy” places were what we expected—the Mississippi Delta
and Appalachia, but the “healthy” places did not fit the norm. The conventional model
would have suggested that if “unhealthy” places are poor, minority, and rural, then
the “healthy” places should be rich, majority, and urban. Sound like Manhattan, Lake
Shore Drive, and Beverly Hills? Then how was it that the Upper Great Plains was the
healthiest region in the country? How could we explain this through poverty, rurality,
or health care access? We could not, and that is the dilemma, and the research question,
that we are now pursuing.
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Since these initial findings, we have added another five years of data—the clusters remain
stable.4   Having documented the clustering, we are now turning our attention to the
causes.   We have begun to unbundle the death rates to look at how leading causes of
death differ by cluster.   We had also begun to look at living conditions, socioeconomic
status, and the environment as potential causes.  Finally, we are also considering the role
that migration plays in these observed rates.5,6   Might the healthy move out while the
sickly remain?  These are all approaches to the fundamental question: Is it the place, the
people, or a combination?
Our research has since branched into three areas.   We continue to explore the
determinants of health outcomes in these places.   We are also exploring the emerging
rural mortality penalty,
a trend in which the
gap
between
rural
and urban areas has
become significant and
is continuing to grow in
size.7   Finally, we have
begun
to
explore
“upstream” from death,
looking
at
chronic
illness patterns using
prescriptions as a proxy
measure for county level
chronic illness rates.8,9,10
Our ultimate goal is
to provide actionable
research results on the
complex
interaction
of people and place.
We expect to find
that
the
interaction
between people and
place is complex and
not easily transferable to other places or populations. The role of spatial scaleneighborhood, community, city, county, and region—needs to be teased out. We
want to find out how important migration is, both into and out of these places, as a
health determinant. Finally, we want to provide data that can be used to better target
health services resources in order to both treat illness and ultimately prevent it. We
want our research to make a difference in the health of our nation.
(Endnotes)
1. Cossman, R.E., Blanchard, T., James, W., Jackson-Belli, R., and Cosby, A. 2002. Healthy and Unhealthy

Places in America: Are These Really Spatial Clusters? Proceedings of the 22nd Annual ESRI International User
Conference. Published as a CD and available on-line at:
http://gis.esri.com/library/userconf/proc02/abstracts/a1064.html
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2. Cossman, R.E., Cossman, J.S., Jackson, R., and Cosby, A. 2003 “Mapping High or Low Mortality Places

Across Time in the United States: A Research Note on a Health Visualization and Analysis Project.” Health
& Place, 9(4): 361-369.
3. Cossman, R.E., Cossman, J.S., James, W.L., Blanchard, T. C., and Cosby, A. 2004. “Mortality Rates Across
Time: Does Persistence Suggest “Healthy and Unhealthy Places” in the United States?” In WorldMinds:
Geographical Perspectives on 100 Problems, edited by Janelle, D.G., Warf, B., and Hansen, K. Amsterdam:
Kluwer Press.

4. Cossman, Jeralynn S., R.E. Cossman, W. L. James, C.R. Campbell, T.C. Blanchard and A. G. Cosby. 2007.
“Persistent Clusters of Mortality in the U.S.” American Journal of Public Health. 97(12): 2148-2150.

5. “Migration, Population Mixing and Mortality: A Spatial Analysis,” Association of American Geographers
annual meeting, Philadelphia, PA., March 15-19, 2004. Ronald Cossman, Jeralynn S. Cossman and Wesley
James.

6. “Dying to Move or Moving to Die? Exploring an Ecological Relationship Between Mortality and
Migration,” 99th American Sociological Association meeting, San Francisco, CA., August 2004. Ronald
Cossman, Jeralynn S. Cossman and Wesley. James)

7. Cosby, A.G., Neaves, T.T., Cossman, R.E., Cossman, J.S., James, W.L., Feierabend, N., Mirvis, D.M., Jones,

C.A., and Farrigan, T.  2008. “Preliminary Evidence for an Emerging Non-Metropolitan Mortality Penalty in
the United States.” American Journal of Public Health. 98(8): 1470-1472.

8. “Mapping Morbidity: Using Chronic Illness Maps to Inform Health Policy,” 11th International Medical

Geography Symposium, July 5-9, 2005, Fort Worth, TX. Ronald Cossman, Jeralynn S. Cossman, Wesley
James, Troy Blanchard, Richard Thomas, Louis Pol, and Arthur Cosby.

9. “Mapping Chronic Disease Clusters Using Prescription Data as a Proxy for Chronic Illness Prevalence in

Rural Areas,” All Program Meeting of the Office of Rural Health Policy Research’s annual grantee meeting,
August 24-26, 2005, Washington, D.C. Ronald Cossman, Jeralynn S. Cossman, Wesley James, Troy Blanchard,
Richard Thomas, Louis Pol, and Arthur Cosby.

10. Cossman, R.E. J.S. Cossman, W. L. James, T. Blanchard, R.K. Thomas, L.G. Pol, A. G. Cosby and D.

Mirvis. 2008. “Evaluating Heart Disease Prescriptions- Filled as a Proxy for Heart Disease Prevalence Rates
for Small Geographic Areas.” Journal of Health and Human Services Administration. 30(4): 503-528.

“Our ultimate goal is to provide
actionable research results on the complex
interaction of people and place. We expect to
find that the interaction between people and
place is complex and not easily transferable to
other places or populations.”
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Healthy and Unhealthy
Places in Catania, Sicily
By: Dr. Jeralynn S. Cossman

Research Fellow, SSRC
Associate Professor of Sociology, Mississippi State University
Several SSRC researchers have been working on the puzzle of
healthy and unhealthy places over the previous six or eight
years.   When it was time for my sabbatical, I wanted to
try to move this research agenda forward by studying the
relationships between health (diagnosis), treatment
(prescriptions), and mortality (death rate data) in a country
that had a national health care system.  Within national health
care systems, there is often data for everyone who receives
health care, so there are fewer sampling issues and better
potential to analyze data in very small geographic areas.  
All European countries have some form of national
health care system.   The trick for planning a productive sabbatical became finding an area that could provide an
appropriate comparison to some of the healthiest and unhealthiest areas in the United States. In the United
States, the healthy places are in the Upper Great Plains and the unhealthy places in the United States are in
Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta, and the Black Belt of the Carolinas.  Italy seemed to be an appropriate “match”
given the income disparities between northern and southern parts of the country, differences between rural and
urban populations, and the continued involvement in agriculture that is persistent in both the Southern United
States and in Italy.  
I chose to do research during my sabbatical in Catania, Sicily, for several reasons.   Most importantly, having the
cooperative agreement between the University of Catania and MSU and a budding joint Ph.D. program paved the
way by providing an existing research network and gave me entrée to the social science and public health faculty
in Sicily.   One year before my sabbatical began, I met Marianna Coniglione, a professor of public health at the
University of Catania.   She and I emailed extensively in advance of my sabbatical—at least until she realized she
was pregnant and would be on leave for the entire time I was in Catania!   The best laid plans…   I was delighted
that she was willing to continue working via email and very generously agreed to come to the University of
Catania campus to meet with me several times.   Ultimately, just before I left Catania in May 2008, we finally
obtained cause-specific, age-adjusted mortality rates.   Although that was only one-third of the data I anticipated

Enriching lives through
international research
getting while inCatania, it was not just Professor Coniglione’s maternity leave that presented an unanticipated
obstacle to gathering pharmaceutical and diagnosis data.
Just as I arrived in Catania in January 2008, the Governor of Sicily (Cuffaro) was arrested on suspicion of being
involved in organized crime—in the health care system.   Since he was on trial while I was there (Sicilians must
be convicted four times before their appeals are exhausted), the government officials who had worked under him
were uncomfortable releasing data, fearing that it could potentially be used against him.  Plus, there was no telling
who would be their next Governor (and boss), so they did not want to give data out in case their new supervisor
would not have wanted that data released.   Ultimately, in April, all charges were dropped against the Governor
because he had been elected to the Italian Senate and Senators cannot be tried for crimes.  However, a new governor
was not permanently installed while I was there.  At any rate, getting data from the central government during my
sabbatical proved challenging.
Despite these challenges, some data have been collected, other data sources are being investigated (using iStat, the
Italian equivalent of the Census Bureau), and I have developed the relationships with scholars who hope, as I do,
that the rest of the Italian data can be acquired and analyzed soon.   For now, we do not yet know how diagnosis,
treatment, and death are correlated at the national level in Italy.  Perhaps one day we will.

“Several SSRC researchers have been working
on the puzzle of healthy and unhealthy places over
the previous six or eight years. When it was time for
my sabbatical, I wanted to try to move this research
agenda forward by studying the relationships between
health (diagnosis), treatment (prescriptions), and
mortality (death rate data) in a country that had a
national health care system.”
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“Food Deserts” in
Rural Mississippi
By: Dr. Troy Blanchard

Photo courtesy of Jim Zietz, LSU Office of Communications & University Relations

Dr. Troy Blanchard

Associate Professor, Department of Sociology,
Louisiana State University
Research Fellow (2001-2007), SSRC
Dr. Blanchard joined the Social Science
Research Center (SSRC) on July 1, 2001,
after receiving his Ph.D. in Sociology from
Louisiana State University.  He was hired as a
joint appointment between the Department
of Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work
and the Social Science Research Center as a
part of the Rural Health, Safety, and Security
Institute.  
In August 2007, he joined the Department of Sociology at Louisiana State University as an Associate Professor.   His research
interests include social inequality, demography, religion, and community.   The central question guiding his research is how do
community social and economic institutions
affect stratified and demographic outcomes.  
He is currently involved in a series of
projects that examine the relationship between the religious ecology of a community
and the well-being of local residents (e.g.,
population health, crime rates, and race/
gender inequality).
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One of the most important lessons I learned at the SSRC was
the importance of the ‘impact’ of a given research project.   My
experience at the SSRC taught me that high impact research has to
not only answer an important basic science research question, but
also address important public concerns.  This requires a researcher
to communicate with a variety of audiences—academic, public
policy, and the general public—through a variety of mediums—
academic journals, poster presentations, and policy papers, as well
as national and local media outlets.   One of the benefits of being
a part of the SSRC is that resident scholars are provided with a
wealth of staff support in terms of project management and
dissemination of findings.   Thus, the SSRC not only pushed me
to consider the impact of my research, but it also supported my
efforts on all fronts.
My most memorable experience in this regard occurred during
2004, when I was researching ‘food deserts’ and nutrition-related
health outcomes.   Upon arriving at MSU, my wife worked as a
counselor serving a number of rural communities throughout the
Golden Triangle region.   When she described the communities
that she would visit to meet with clients, I was struck by the lack
of services available to local residents.  I was especially interested in
this issue because much of my training in graduate school related to
population issues in rural communities.  
One evening, I went with her to a rural school where she met with
needy students and parents.   During the trip, I realized that the
community we visited, and many of those we passed through, did
not have a grocery store or other retail stores.   In most cases, the
only retail establishment was a gas station/convenience store.   We
stopped to get gas that evening, and I went inside the convenience
store to get a soft drink.   The convenience store contained the
usual food items: chips, candy, and soft drinks.   It also sold fried
chicken, french fries, and fried catfish and contained a deli with
loafs of bologna and something called “souse.”  Not knowing what
“souse” was, I asked around and was told that it was hog head cheese.  
Though some of these food items are clearly Southern favorites, it
occurred to me that this was the extent of the local food options
available to residents.  I was also surprised to learn that some residents

did not own vehicles.  This was especially problematic because most rural communities do
not possess a mass transit system, and the nearest city with a supermarket or supercenter
was fifteen or more miles away.  The lack of available food options and isolation from nearby
retail centers  pointed to two important research questions:
1) How do communities end up with a lack of healthy food options?
2) What are the implications of this sort of isolation for public health?  
Working with a colleague from Cornell, Thomas Lyson, we started a research project to
study ‘food deserts’—communities that lack ready access to high quality, low price foods.  
This term had been coined
in the U.K. to describe inner
city London neighborhoods
“I was also surprised to learn that some residents
that lack food retailers.   In
our research, we learned that
did not own vehicles. This was especially problematic
many rural communities
because most rural communities do not possess a mass
did, in fact, have a grocery
store until the advent of the
transit system, and the nearest city with a supermarket
supercenter phenomenon.  
or supercenter was fifteen or more miles away.”
In the early 1990s, retailers
such as Target, Wal-Mart,
and K-Mart began to
introduce one-stop stores
into many communities that sold groceries, hardware items, apparel, electronics, and
other goods.   Because these stores draw from a large market base, they are routinely
sited in non-metropolitan towns with less than 50,000 persons.  While this is beneficial
for the host city, nearby rural communities lose their retailers because residents commute
to the supercenters for shopping.   This is not surprising since these stores sell at lower
prices and may save families money.  
However, the downside to this process is that families must commute to shop.   Those
lacking convenient transportation or the time needed for an hour-long round trip to the
supercenter are literally ‘distanced out’ of access to low cost, high quality food.  
More importantly, living in a ‘food desert’ places some residents at a clear health
disadvantage.   What happens when your only food retail options are fast food or prepackaged snack food?   Our research suggests that the outcome of this process is that
individuals in ‘food deserts’ consume fewer servings of fruits and vegetables and are less
likely to meet the Center for Disease Controls ‘Five-a-Day’ guideline of eating at least
five servings of fruit and vegetables a day.   In addition to reducing the risk of cancer
and cardiovascular disease, the prescribed fruit and vegetable intake decreases a person’s
chances of being overweight or obese.
The SSRC was very supportive of this effort because it fit well with the newly-formed
Rural Health, Safety, and Security Institute.   The notion of ‘food deserts’ contributed
to SSRC efforts to study rural health because it provided an explanation for obesity and
other nutrition-related health issues that considered the role of economic and social
structure on health outcomes.  At that time, the primary explanations for obesity focused
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exclusively on the individual and did not take into account the context in which the
individual lived.  The ‘food deserts’ argument did more than blame the individual, it found
ways in which policy makers could potentially improve population health.    
This point was not missed
by the media.   On May 3,
2004, our work on ‘food
“On May 3, 2004, our work on ‘food deserts’
deserts’ was featured in USA
was featured in USA Today by highlighting the role
Today by highlighting the
role of food cost and food
of food cost and food availability in the fight against
availability in the fight against
obesity. TIME Magazine also covered our research in
obesity.   TIME Magazine
also covered our research in a
a special issue on obesity in the U.S., and the Associated
special issue on obesity in the
Press released a story that focused on obesity and food
U.S., and the Associated Press
released a story that focused
availability.”
on
obesity
and
food
availability.    We were also
interviewed by a number of
local media outlets from across
the U.S.  In addition, our work was presented to a variety of policy- related audiences through
two United States Department of Agriculture conferences on rural populations.   These
presentations were later adapted as peer-reviewed policy publications and reports.  Finally,
our work was a key chapter of a recently published, edited book on rural food issues:
Remaking the North American Food System, edited by Claire Hinrichs and Thomas Lyson.
Although the “food deserts” project comprised only a small part of the research I conducted
while at MSU, I will always be grateful to the SSRC and my colleagues in Sociology for
helping me develop an observation made one evening in rural Mississippi.  The concept of
“food deserts” is still a nationally visible research topic that has been further investigated
by geographers, nutritionists, sociologists, and public health researchers. Given the
interdisciplinary nature of this research topic, the SSRC provided the perfect environment
for developing these ideas.
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“I will always be grateful to the SSRC
and my colleagues in Sociology for helping me
develop an observation made one evening in
rural Mississippi.”
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Cognition in
Chemotherapy Patients
By: Drs. Carolyn E. Adams-Price and Linda W. Morse

Dr. Carolyn E. AdamsPrice
Research Fellow, SSRC
Associate Professor of Psychology, MSU

Dr. Adams-Price’s research interests
include the psychology of aging, everyday
memory, creativity, and gender differences. At
the Rural Health, Safety and Security Institute of the SSRC, she is investigating cognitive
deficits in breast cancer survivors who have
had adjuvant chemotherapy treatments.  
Dr. Adams-Price received her doctorate
in life-span developmental psychology from
West Virginia University.   Prior to coming
to Mississippi State University, she taught
at Washington and Jefferson College in
Washington, PA, and she was a postdoctoral
fellow at the Institute of Gerontology at the
University of Michigan.  
Dr.
Adams-Price
chaired
the
gerontology program at Mississippi State for
nearly a decade.  She has edited one book and is
the author of more than fifteen journal
articles, and has been published in journals
such as Psychology and Aging, The
Gerontologist, and Sex Roles.
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People sometimes ask us (Dr. Adams-Price and Dr. L. Morse) if
we became interested in studying the effects of chemotherapy for
breast cancer on cognition through personal experience (having
cancer ourselves, or having close family members who had cancer).  
But no, we’ve been more fortunate than that; our initial forays
into cancer research developed because of a local need for such
research, not because of personal experiences with chemotherapy
or breast cancer.   In 2001, we were approached by Dr. Elisabeth
Wells-Parker and Dr. Karen Koch about pursuing research
on the psychological effects of chemotherapy.   Dr. Koch,
the Director of Clinical Research at North Mississippi
Medical Center (NMMC),wanted to increase NMMC’s
involvement in cancer research.   At the same time, Dr.
Wells-Parker and the SSRC had received federal earmarked
funds to start the Rural Health and Safety Institute.   Dr. WellsParker gathered together the initial team, which included the
two of us, Dr. Kristine Jacquin of the Psychology Department, and
Dr. Patricia Dill and Ms. Marsha Williams of the SSRC.  
Upon closer examination of the literature on chemotherapy and
cognition, we discovered that chemotherapy seems to worsen
the cognitive processes of some women more than others, but no
one seems to know who is most likely to be most affected.   One
possibility was that the effect of chemotherapy might be related to
the age of the women being treated. Older women are believed to
have fewer cognitive reserves than younger women, which could
make it harder for them to recover their cognitive abilities after
receiving chemotherapy.   The relationship between the age of
the chemotherapy recipient and the effects of the chemotherapy
seemed like a particularly important issue to study, because the
incidence of breast cancer increases with age, and physicians are
increasingly treating late life cancer with chemotherapy.
The first steps we took to study the effects of chemotherapy on
cognition were to make contact with cancer survivor groups and
recruit women who had received chemotherapy treatment for
breast cancer within the previous ten years to participate in our
study.   We also recruited a control group of women who had not
had breast cancer.   The participants were tested on some standard
neuropsychological and cognitive tests, including some tests of

everyday cognition.  One goal of this pilot study was to see how
chemotherapy affects thinking and memory processes that are
employed in the activities of everyday life.
Another early step involved the development of instruments
to measure psychological factors and supportive situations that
might help participants cope with the stress of serious illness,
which we called “protective factors.”  The group, led by Dr. Morse
and Dr. Jacquin, developed the Positive Psychology Protective
Profile, or PPPP, to measure factors that might reduce the
impact of serious illness, especially in women of different ages or
family situations.
Probably the biggest change in the focus of our research came
about when we began working with Dr. Karlene Ball and Dr.
Virginia Wadley at the University of Alabama at Birmingham.  
Dr. Ball is director of the UAB Center for Research on Applied
Gerontology and is particularly well known for her research on
the Useful Field of View (UFOV®), a computerized measure
of visual attention that is predictive of driving ability in the
elderly.   Dr. Ball and her colleagues were extremely helpful; they
helped us select appropriate tests to use in our future studies
and even trained us to administer them properly.  They also read
our first small NIH grant before we submitted it and gave
us helpful, detailed feedback that improved it a great deal.  
Finally, we chose the UFOV® as one of our primary measures of
cognitive change that might be linked to chemotherapy because
of its link to the everyday life skill of driving.  
In 2003, our team was awarded a grant from the National
Institute on Aging/National Institutes of Health, titled Pilot
Study on Breast Cancer, Chemotherapy, and UFOV.   Then, the
real work began.  We set up testing centers at the Wellness Center
in Tupelo and at the SSRC and began to look for research
participants.   With the passage of the Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), we needed
to change our strategy for recruiting cancer patients from
recruiting directly to advertising for participants through the use
of posters, pamphlets, and newspaper advertisements.   Marsha
Williams worked incredibly hard, doing the bulk of our testing
and data entry.   It was frustrating work; she frequently drove
to Tupelo to test participants who did not always show up for
testing.  She also spent a great deal of time on the phone, talking to
women who had experienced serious illness.
The primary finding from our study was that chemotherapy for
breast cancer may affect the speed of processing of older cancer

Dr. Linda W. Morse

Research Fellow, SSRC
Professor of Educational Psychology and
Coordinator of Programs in
Educational Psychology, MSU
Dr. Morse’s areas of expertise lie in
creativity,
problem-solving,
and
cognitive development.   She has worked on
projects such as textbook development for
employee ability skills, a variety of research and
evaluation in public school settings, applied
research on gender differences in education
issues, and has been program manager for
technical issues for the Mississippi Basic
Skills Assessment Program, including the
Mississippi functional literacy exam.  
Her professional experience includes
senior research scientist, adjunct assistant and associate professor of educational
psychology and coordinator of programs in
educational psychology.   She is also a John
Grisham Master Teacher.  
Recent publications include:  Do Time
Press, Stimulus, and Creative Prompt Influence
the Divergent Production of Undergraduate
Students? Yes, Yes, and No, Not Very Much,
Sickle Cell Anemia.
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patients, who performed more poorly than age-matched controls or younger cancer
patients. However, the older cancer patients seemed to cope better psychologically
with cancer. They had fewer cognitive complaints, less depression, and a more positive
outlook.   The results of our study will soon be published in the journal Experimental
Aging Research.   
In late 2007, we submitted a larger grant to NIA/NIH on aging and the effects
of chemotherapy on cognitive processes in two kinds of cancer: breast cancer and
colorectal cancer.   This time our team was without the guidance and help of Dr. WellsParker and Ms. Williams, both of whom had retired.   However, we added to our team
Dr. Elizabeth Kvale, a physician specializing in palliative care at UAB.   Dr. Kvale also
works with Dr. Ball and Dr. Wadley.    We are currently revising the grant to take into
account the helpful comments we received from reviewers at NIH, and we look forward
to continuing this work in the future.

“Upon closer examination of the literature
on chemotherapy and cognition, we discovered
that chemotherapy seems to worsen the cognitive
processes of some women more than others, but no
one seems to know who is most likely to be most
affected.”
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“The primary finding from our study was
that chemotherapy for breast cancer may affect
the speed of processing of older cancer patients,
who performed more poorly than age-matched
controls or younger cancer patients.”
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Health Research
Making a Difference
By: Dr. Connie Baird-Thomas
We’re #1!—in obesity, heart disease, teen pregnancy, etc. (get
the picture), and we don’t want to be.
Health care and health services delivery have long been
important issues for Mississippi. Unfortunately, we are
“number one” for several indicators of poor health outcomes.
The question then arises as to what should be our response.
As a research organization based in an academic institution,
how can we contribute to efforts to move us from our ranked
position as highest (or very close to it) in unwanted health
outcomes to more desirable outcomes?

Dr. Connie Baird-Thomas
Associate Director, SSRC Policy Studies 		
Director, MHPRC

Dr. Baird-Thomas is the Associate
Director of the Social Science Center
for Policy Studies and Director of the
Mississippi
Health
Policy
Research
Center (MHPRC), Mississippi’s only
research center devoted to health policy issues
(http://www.healthpolicy.msstate.edu).
Dr. Baird-Thomas’s primary research
interests include at-risk youth, STD/HIV
prevention, health disparities, and program
evaluation.
Dr. Baird-Thomas is currently leading
the evaluation of a statewide effort to reduce
health disparities among minorities and a
pilot program of the Federal Emergency
Management Agency to assist victims of
disasters. She also has served as the lead
Investigator for the assessment of other
statewide programs including the school nurse
component of the Mississippi Tobacco Pilot
Program and Mississippi’s Drug Free Schools
and Community Program.
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In 2001, in response to the growing recognition of the
need for unbiased, empirical evidence on which to base
important health policy decisions, leadership at the SSRC
proposed the development of a center of excellence devoted
specifically to research related to health issues. In its infancy
stages, the center was envisioned as a means to develop a
rigorous and independent research environment to conduct
health research. The seeds for the Mississippi Health Policy
Research Center (MHPRC) were planted. The formidable
task was to get others to “catch the vision.”
Given the poor health environment of our state and the relative
importance of health and health care in national debate, it
would seem that exploring the opportunity of an independent
health policy entity devoted to research on these issues
would be well received by the local (state) health community.
Indeed, that was the case. This is evidenced by a resolution
passed by the Mississippi State Medical Association (MSMA)
board during 2001. The resolution was later adopted by the
House of Delegates of the MSMA at the association’s annual
meeting. The MSMA Board’s resolution stated:
RESOLVED, that the Board of Trustees investigates the
concept of advocating vigorously for a health care policy
research entity in Mississippi; and
RESOLVED, that such a research entity should be
insulated from political considerations to the greatest
extent possible, so that it can serve as a resource to all

branches of state government in conjunction with MSMA and other health-related
organizations; and RESOLVED, that such health care policy research entity should
provide evidence-based objective data to guide policy-makers on issues such as resource
allocation, increasing access to health care, determination of appropriate workforce
levels, and the quality and cost of health care services. 1
As with any good idea, the formation
of a committee soon followed. Dr.
“Given the poor health environment of our
Edward Hill M.D., past President
of the MSMA, graciously agreed to
state and the relative importance of health and
lead the planning committee. Other
health care in national debate, it would seem that
representatives included John S.
McIlwain, Jr., M.D., Information and
exploring the opportunity of an independent health
Quality Healthcare (IQH); Timothy
policy entity devoted to research on these issues
J. Alford, M.D., Mississippi Academy
of Family Physicians (MAFP); Ed
would be well received by the local (state) health
Thompson, M.D., Mississippi State
community. Indeed, that was the case.”
Department of Health (MSDH);
Ellen Jones, MPH, Consultant; and
Arthur G. Cosby, Ph.D., SSRC/
MSU.  After many meetings and discussions (which we will not detail), it was the general
consensus that this idea was worth pursing and that the logical location for this entity
was the Social Science Research Center at Mississippi State.
For two years (2001-2002), Dr. Cosby aggressively pursued the idea of development of
the center.   As a result, he was invited by the Mississippi State University Foundation
to present the concept of a health policy research entity to Jimmy Dorris, Executive
Director of Kidney Care, Inc. (now The Bower Foundation). The establishment of a
center devoted to a program of health and health services research fit within the
mission of the Bower Foundation. After continuous dialogue, the concept was
endorsed by its Chief Executive Officer, Ms. Anne Travis, and a cooperative agreement
established a formal relationship between Mississippi State’s Social Science Research
Center and the Bower Foundation for the development of what would become known
as the Mississippi Health Policy Research Center (MHPRC). The affiliation with the
Bower Foundation continued for two years.
Since its inception in January of 2003, the MHPRC had developed into a multidisciplinary unit, and its projects have involved scientists from Economics, Political
Science, Psychology, Social Work, and Sociology. The Department of Health and
Human Services, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, the Mississippi Health
Advocacy Program, the Mississippi State Department of Health, the Centers for
Medicaid and Medicare Services, and the Agency for Healthcare Quality and Research,
among others, have funded some of the MHPRC’s core projects.
(Footnotes)
1. Excerpt from the original proposal to the Bower Foundation
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As part of our efforts to remain relevant, we have developed mechanisms to keep us in
tune with important health issues facing stakeholders in our state. Once every three
months, over breakfast (we initially served pastries and coffee but have since started
serving fruit) or lunch
from our favorite deli, we sit
down with our colleagues
“Since its inception in January of 2003, the MHPRC
from state agencies and
had developed into a multi-disciplinary unit, and its
community
advocacy
groups for an informal
projects have involved scientists from Economics, Political
exchange of ideas related to
Science, Psychology, Social Work and Sociology.”
health and health services.
These are the organizations
that typically have a pulse
on the relevant activities
in and around the state and know which topics are likely to receive attention in the
foreseeable future. In addition, agency/advocacy representatives have the opportunity to
inform us of their research and/or data needs. These meetings allow research scientists who
are affiliated with the MHPRC to discuss their research and/or research interests. This
exchange of ideas has two purposes: 1) to keep stakeholders abreast of ongoing research
activity at the MHPRC and 2) to identify the specialty areas and areas of interest of
researchers. It is through these meetings and the connections that occur during them
that many of our research projects have emerged and partnerships have been developed.
As part of an academic institution, we are sometimes removed from activities of the
“real world.”  These quarterly meetings allow us to keep informed at a level that extends
beyond our day to day interactions.
As the director of MHPRC since 2005, I have had the opportunity to experience the
impact that our research has had on policy decisions which impact our state. The Center
continues to grow, as well as our partnerships and opportunities for research. Our office
has moved from its original site on Highland Colony Parkway in Ridgeland to the
location that we share with our MSU colleagues at the Center for Advanced Vehicular
Systems (CAVS) Extension in Canton. This facility affords us the capability to further
expand our activities.
While our location has changed and our research program has expanded, the MHPRC
remains committed to the fundamental objective that guided its development: rigorous,
independent, and objective research with a specific focus on the Mississippi population
that addresses issues of health, health services, and health behaviors.

Visit the Mississippi Health Policy
Research Center Web site at:
http://www.healthpolicy.msstate.edu/
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Mississippi Health Policy Research Center,
located in the CAVS Extension Building
“In 2001, in response to the growing
recognition of the need for unbiased, empirical
evidence on which to base important health policy
decisions, leadership at the SSRC proposed the
development of a center of excellence devoted
specifically to research related to health issues.”
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Starkville to Atlanta,
and Back Again
By: Holli Hitt Seitz

Public Health Analyst, Social Media Team, Office of the Associate
Director for Communication, Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC)
Health Data Analyst (2006-2007), SSRC
Undergraduate Research Assistant (2003-2005), SSRC

Photo courtesy of Holli Hitt Seitz

Over four years after leaving Mississippi State University and a
few years into my position at the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), I find that I still turn to researchers
at the SSRC as mentors, colleagues, and friends.   I spend a lot
of time thinking about what it is that makes the SSRC such a
special place and why it is that I still feel so connected and at
home there.   I can only guess that it is a unique blend of
wise leadership, talented and genuinely nice people, and an
atmosphere of creativity, support, and scientific rigor.  

I also spend a lot of time thinking about how lucky I was to have ever learned about the SSRC at all.  During my
junior year—and a daunting change of majors from chemical engineering to communication—a mentor
recommended I meet with Dr. Art Cosby.  That first meeting led to a summer internship at the SSRC, and that
summer internship has turned into years of collaboration and learning.
One of my funniest memories from my time at the SSRC comes from an event held not long after I began
working with Dr. Cosby.   It was the summer of 2003 and the Mississippi Health Policy Research Center (a part
of the SSRC) was co-hosting the inaugural Bower Seminar Series with the University Medical Center in Jackson.  
The featured speaker was Dr. Bill Dietz, a renowned expert on physical activity and nutrition at the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, and we were flying Dr. Dietz and several of his colleagues in from Atlanta on
the MSU plane.   In a nod to Southern hospitality, Dr. Cosby thought it would be best if someone rode on the
plane to welcome and escort them to the medical school.   I was young and eager, so early on the morning of
the seminar, I boarded the plane and rode to Atlanta, where the pilots and I picked up no less than five highranking CDC officials.  Keep in mind that at this point I had no knowledge of medicine, had no formal training
in public health and, in fact, was not even really sure what public health was.   I certainly did not know that I
would pursue a career in the field.   Needless to say, small talk that day was difficult, and the CDC officials

Enriching lives through
undergraduate employment
probably were not very impressed by their time with me. However, everyone was incredibly nice anyway, and we
made it to the seminar safely and on time.  I have never been as relieved as I was when I returned them to Atlanta
that afternoon and watched the sun set on my ride back to Starkville.  I have not yet had an opportunity to work
with Dr. Dietz during my time here, but I still smile every time I see him around the CDC and look forward to
an opportunity to redeem myself the next time we meet.  
The fact that Dr. Cosby let me ride on the University plane with distinguished guests demonstrates the inherent
trust that he has always shown for his student researchers.   In fact, sometimes I think Dr. Cosby believed in me
more than I believed in myself.  I was only beginning my senior year in college when he and Dr. Linda Southward
named me coordinating editor for About Children: An Authoritative Resource on the State of Childhood Today, a book
the SSRC produced with the American Academy of Pediatrics.  To this day, I am incredibly grateful for their trust
because producing that book gave me more experience in project management and communication than any
course or degree program ever could have.   In fact, I am grateful for every project, every moment spent with my
colleagues, and every opportunity I have been given through my experience with the SSRC.

“To this day, I am incredibly grateful for their
trust because producing that book gave me
more experience in project management and
communication than any course or degree program
ever could have. In fact, I am grateful for every project,
every moment spent with my colleagues, and every
opportunity I have been given through my experience
with the SSRC.”
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International and Domestic
Risk Behavior Research Among
Vulnerable Populations
By: Dr. Kathleen Ragsdale

Dr. Kathleen Ragsdale

Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology,
Anthropology, and Social Work, MSU
Research Fellow, SSRC
Dr. Ragsdale’s academic and research
interests include applied medical anthropology as it relates to public health; minority health disparities; sexual risk behaviors;
alcohol and substance use; health communication; gender and power disparities; and
health-related social justice.   Her research
primarily focuses on disparities relevant to
sexual risk behaviors among young adults.           
Dr. Ragsdale has twice received the
National Institutes of Health Health
Disparities Loan Repayment Program (LRP)
Award from the National Center on Minority
Health and Health Disparities (NCMHD).
Prior to joining SSRC, she was a National
Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA) Postdoctoral
Fellow in the Behavioral Science Training
Program in Drug Abuse Research at the
National Development and Research
Institutes, New York, NY, and a National
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH)
Postdoctoral Fellow at the Center for AIDS
Intervention Research, Medical College of
Wisconsin, Milwaukee.
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As an applied medical anthropologist at the SSRC, I conduct
international and domestic multimethods research to identify
and assess contextual and phenomenological experiences,
gender norms, and socioeconomic disparities associated
with young women’s vulnerability to HIV and other sexually
transmitted infections (STIs). My research focuses on
understanding how sexual risk behaviors, high risk drinking,
and other risk behaviors impact the health of young women
around the globe. Over the past ten years, I have conducted
research in Belize, Costa Rica, Panama, the United States (U.S.)
and the U.S. Virgin Islands, and am now engaged in expanding
my research program into sub-Saharan Africa.
I first became concerned with women’s global health issues
when I conducted research on gender and socioeconomic
disparities and disaster recovery among Caribbean women
on St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands, three weeks after
Hurricane Marilyn devastated the island. During this
fieldwork, which was supported by the National Hazards
Center and Florida International University, I began grappling
with the question of how gender/power dynamics impact
women’s economic resiliency, and in turn, their health
outcomes. My next research was conducted among Latina
women who had migrated to Orange Walk Town, Belize,
to engage in survival sex work to support their families
and children ‘back home’ in Guatemala, El Salvador, and
Honduras. During this study, which was supported by the
United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)
and the University of Colorado, Boulder, I narrowed my
research focus on how gender/power and socioeconomics
impact women’s sexual risk behaviors and vulnerability to
HIV/STIs. A Tinker Foundation grant supported my research
to explore sexual risk behaviors among tourist women in Jacó,
Costa Rica, and an NIH grant supported my research on
biculturation, relationship power, and sexual risk among young
adult Mexican-American and Puerto Rican Latinas in the U.S.
In 2007-2008, during my first year as an SSRC Research
Fellow, I authored and co-authored three competitive

grant proposals. “High-Risk Drinking among Female Spring Breakers” was funded by
Mississippi State University via a Research Initiation Program (RIP) grant. This study
was conducted in Panama City Beach, Florida, and collected data on high risk drinking
and sexual risk among college women on spring break. “HIV Testing and Prevention
Services
in
Substance
Abuse
Treatment” (A. Roberson, PI, K.
Ragsdale, Co-I, and C. Baird-Thomas,
“I began grappling with the question of how
Co-I) was funded by the Delta Health
Alliance to increase HIV rapid testing
gender/power dynamics impact women’s economic
and reduce sexual risk behaviors
resiliency, and in turn, their health outcomes.”
among clients in alcohol and drug
treatment programs in the Mississippi
Delta. The NIH proposal, “Rapid
Assessment and Mapping High Risk
Venue,” was originally designed to be conducted in Zimbabwe. Due to the country’s
worsening sociopolitical climate, I am in the process of establishing a new collaborative
partnership within sub-Saharan Africa. The goals of this proposed study are to
identify high risk sexual and drinking behaviors among patrons/staff of
drinking establishments – such as shabeens and beer hall patrons and bar girls – and
to identify potential peer counselors to deliver a culturally tailored HIV prevention
intervention for high risk drinkers.
One of my primary goals at the SSRC is to continue to build an active research program
within the U.S. and internationally. Towards this goal, I am developing several
multidisciplinary proposals targeting adolescents and young adults, including AIDS
orphans and street youth in sub-Saharan Africa; young adult U.S. Latinas within
primary relationships; college-aged women who binge drink; and minority and
vulnerable youth at risk for unplanned pregnancy. These research studies will be used to
develop and refine culturally sensitive HIV prevention programs that address the range
of sociocultural factors and risk behaviors that impact young women’s sexual
vulnerabilities.
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Juvenile Justice Research
By: Kathleen Gresham, M.S., on behalf of Dr. Angela A.
Robertson

Dr. Angela A. Robertson

Research Professor, SSRC
Adjunct Professor, Dept. of Sociology, MSU
Coordinator of Research and Development, 		
MASEP
Dr. Robertson has been conducting
research on issues of adolescent deviance and
health since 1994.   She also has sixteen  years of
experience in the delivery of community
mental health and substance abuse treatment
services. Prior to coming to MSU, she developed and directed the ARK, the first statefunded residential substance abuse treatment
program for adolescents in Mississippi.   Her
research and testimony to the Juvenile Justice
Committee of the Mississippi House of Representatives was instrumental in the passage of
legislation requiring mental health screening
of youth entering juvenile detention centers.  
Dr. Robertson is currently directing the Mississippi Juvenile Justice Research Consortium
in collaboration with Jackson State University and the Administrative Office of the State
Supreme Court.  This state-funded project is
developing a comprehensive statewide database on juvenile crime and the processing of
youth involved in the juvenile justice system.   
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The hallmark of my fifteen-year research career at the SSRC
has been the impact of my studies of juvenile offenders on
juvenile justice policies.   When asked why I chose juvenile
offenders as the focus for my research, I cite my early career
in community mental health.   I worked as a mental health
clinician and program director in adult treatment services.  
Recognizing the need for adolescent services, I started the
first publicly-funded, residential, adolescent co-ed substance
abuse treatment program in Mississippi in 1985.    At that
time there were few models of adolescent substance abuse
treatment.  My interest in research began as I made changes to
the adult model of substance abuse treatment in an attempt
to improve the effectiveness of the program for adolescents.  
Most of the kids in the program were referred to treatment
through the youth court system.   It was very obvious to me
that these adolescents had multiple problems: substance
abuse, family problems, mental health illness, teen pregnancy,
and sexually transmitted infections (STIs).   They engaged
in multiple high-risk behaviors that had the potential to lead
to poor mental and physical health.   I enjoyed working with
adolescents and felt like I had an opportunity to have a positive
impact on them during a critical time in their life course.  My
research has always been aimed at informing and influencing
public policy in the state to improve community-based
services for kids in the juvenile justice system.  Often the only
way that families with limited financial resources get services
is through some kind of public system, such as public mental
health or juvenile justice.
The first study I conducted that had policy implications
began in May 2000. Funded by the Office of Justice Programs,
of the Mississippi Department of Public Safety, this study
assessed the substance use and mental health problems of
317 youth in nine juvenile detention facilities and 165
youth at the two state training schools.   The majority of
juveniles (66-85%) met criteria for a Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition (DSM-IV)
diagnosis: 33% had a substance use disorder, 17-22% had a
mood disorder, 26% showed signs of Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD), and 9% reported suicidal thoughts and
plans.   Routine mental health and substance abuse screening

at the time of admission to the juvenile detention center was recommended.  This study
led to the passage of MS House Bill 974 in 2002, which requires all juveniles to undergo
a health screening within one hour of admission to a juvenile detention facility.  
Subsequent funding from the state lead to implementation and monitoring of mental
health screening and treatment referral of youth in juvenile detention facilities
throughout the state.  
A second grant from
the Office of Justice
“I worked as a mental health clinician and program
Programs came on the
director in adult treatment services. Recognizing the need
heels of this legislation.  
This project, titled,
for adolescent services, I started the first publicly-funded,
“Technical Assistance:
residential, adolescent co-ed substance abuse treatment
Mental Health and
Substance
Abuse
program in Mississippi in 1985. At that time there were
Screening of Juveniles
few models of adolescent substance abuse treatment. My
held in Youth Detention
Centers,”
had
a
interest in research began as I made changes to the adult
number of objectives.  
model of substance abuse treatment in an attempt to
The
Massachusetts
Youth
Screening
improve the effectiveness of the program for adolescents.”
Instrument
Version
2
(MAYSI-2)
was
selected as the “first
level” screening instrument for youth detention centers in Mississippi.   I collaborated
with the Mississippi Department of Mental Health—Division of Children and Youth
Services, and the Mississippi Department of Human Services— Division of Youth
Services to develop guidelines for responding to the mental health treatment needs of
incarcerated juveniles.   Staff from youth detention facilities and youth courts were
trained on the mental health and substance abuse problems of juvenile offenders, how to
establish rapport with and obtain cooperation from juveniles to be screened, how to
administer and interpret the screening instrument, and the mechanisms for referral
for assessment and treatment.   The process of mental health screening in juvenile
detention centers was monitored regularly by this project from 2003 to 2006.
In 2005, the Juvenile Justice Reform Act (Senate Bill 2894) was passed.  This law requires
that, if screening indicates a need for medical or mental health services, juvenile detention
staff must make a referral within forty-eight hours, excluding Saturdays, Sundays, and state
holidays.   The laws also set minimum standards for the operation of juvenile detention
facilities.   With the passage of the Juvenile Justice Reform Act, the Mental Health
Technical Assistance Project shifted focus.  My co-investigator, Dr. R. Gregory Dunaway,
and I were asked to visit all seventeen juvenile detention centers and report on the ability of
juvenile detention centers to comply with Senate Bill 2894.
A report was published in January 2006 by the SSRC titled, “Juvenile Detention
Monitoring in Mississippi: Report on Facility Compliance with Section 5 of the Juvenile
Justice Reform Act of 2005.”   The report noted that all juveniles are being screened in
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accordance with state law.   The MAYSI-2 was in use as the screening instrument by all
detention centers except Rankin County.  The study revealed a wide range in the conditions
of confinement for juveniles and in the operation of the seventeen detention centers.  
House Bill 199 (effective July 2006) incorporated a number of the recommendations
from the monitoring report, strengthening standards for medical and mental health
screening, and requiring that juveniles have access to medical care and counseling services.
Concurrent with the Technical Assistance Project, I also received a grant from the
National Institute on Drug Abuse to assess the prevalence of Chlamydia and
Gonorrhea and the correlates of infection among incarcerated juvenile offenders.   As
a result of this study, the state health department now conducts routine screening of
STIs at the largest juvenile detention facility located in Jackson, MS, and at the state
training school.   This is important because many infected youth are unaware that they
are infected and go untreated.   Thus they spread sexually transmitted infections when
released to the community.   In addition, without treatment, some young women will
develop serious medical complications, such as pelvic inflammatory disease, cervical
cancer, and entopic pregnancy.   This study also demonstrated a need for HIV/STI
prevention programming for juvenile offenders.  
In 2003, the National Institute on Drug Abuse awarded me a five-year grant to develop,
deliver, and evaluate a gender-specific HIV/STI risk reduction intervention for
adolescent girls incarcerated at Columbia Training School.   For the resulting study
called Healthy Teen Girls Project, we recruited 305 girls, ages twelve to seventeen years,
assigned them to either an HIV/
STI risk reduction intervention or
to a health education comparison
“My work and that of many others here at the
group, and then tracked them for
one year after discharge to
SSRC shows that social science research is vital to
assess changes in drug use
the development of services and programs for youth
and sexual behavior.   In
summary, girls in the HIV/STI
involved in the juvenile justice system and is a true
risk reduction program that
testament to the power of research to affect change
emphasized skill acquisition clearly
learned and could demonstrate
where it is needed.”
the condom application and
communication skills at post
intervention,
while
health
education (control) participants were largely unchanged.   Both groups evidenced
comparable improvement in health knowledge and lower self-reported risk behavior at
follow-up, although these self-reported changes were not accompanied by reductions in
incident STI infections.   
With the devastating landfall of Hurricane Katrina in August 2005 came an
unprecedented opportunity to study the effects of natural disaster and other traumatic
events on youth involved in the justice system.   With additional funding from the
National Institute on Drug Abuse, my team assessed exposure to Hurricane Katrina
and symptoms of psychological distress among adolescent females who had been
incarcerated from four to sixteen months following the hurricane.  Because of the Katrina
study, my colleagues and I have been able to document that these girls are exposed to a
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wide variety of stressors.  Preliminary analyses show that trauma exposure is a contributing
factor to mental health problems, substance use, and continued involvement with
the juvenile justice system.  One policy implication is that coping, problem-solving, and
other stress management skills training could be an effective delinquency intervention.  
My work and that of many others here at the SSRC shows that social science research
is vital to the development of services and programs for youth involved in the juvenile
justice system and is a true testament to the power of research to affect change where it is
needed.

“My research has always been aimed at
informing and influencing public policy in the state
to improve community-based services for kids in the
juvenile justice system.”
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MCJRU
By: Dr. Melvin C. Ray

Research Fellow, SSRC
Associate Professor of Sociology, MSU
Associate Vice President for Research and
Economic Development, MSU
Automated Fingerprint Identification System (AFIS)
In the early nineties, the Social Science Research Center’s
Mississippi Crime and Justice Research Unit (MCJRU)
conducted system-changing studies for the state. In the early
years, the MCJRU was staffed by myself and Dr. Phyllis
Gray-Ray.   Dr. Greg Dunaway and a host of graduate and
undergraduate students later joined us.
One of the most interesting and professionally rewarding
projects we did included a comprehensive assessment
of fingerprint cards across the state and the design and implementation of the state’s Automated Fingerprint
Identification System (AFIS).  The MCJRU team first conducted a comprehensive evaluation of a random sample
of fingerprint cards held in police stations across the state. The objectives were to assess both quality of fingerprint
images and completeness of data contained on the cards.   Key data elements included name, social security
number, age, race, height, weight, last known address, and prior convictions. The results of the study indicated that
a large percentage of the cards sampled included the prerequisite data.
The second phase of the project included the coordination of a committee formed by the state to implement the
AFIS in Mississippi. For this phase of the project, we hired a professor of Business and Information Systems to
provide technical assistance. The team met with law enforcement officials and reviewed the best practices in other
states.  The MCJRU submitted a final report to the funding agency, which included a proposed plan of action and
timelines for designing and implementing Mississippi’s AFIS. The system is currently in operation.
Racial Disparities in the Juvenile Justice System
Racial disparities in the juvenile justice system were the focus of a study conducted by the MCJRU. The results of
numerous studies found that minorities had significantly higher rates of detention than their white counterparts.  
Because of Mississippi’s historical racial problems, the state’s minority detention rates were subjected to greater
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scrutiny. When the MCJRU submitted the grant proposal to conduct the study, the coordinator and senior
researchers were not optimistic about their chances of being awarded the grant because the principal investigators
were both African American sociologists. So, when they received word that their proposal had been selected, they
were both elated and anxious. They knew that the study had to be done in a way that would withstand all scrutiny.
Both qualitative and quantitative data were desired to illuminate factors that could account for racial disparities in
the juvenile justice system. The focus was on decision making at each phase of the system, starting with police and
ending with the judges. Most juveniles enter the system via contact with police, and a judge adjudicates them.
To identify factors that influenced police discretion on juvenile arrests, the team attempted to have graduate and
undergraduate assistants role-play on film. Black and white students would follow a script in different settings,
including street corners, black or white neighborhoods, and different times of the day and night. Police would
view the scenes and rate each one in terms of the police’s likelihood to confront the youth. This component of the
study was deleted after the team was run out of Brookville Gardens, a black public housing project, by some unhappy
residents. We failed to inform them ahead of time of our study. As a result, the team focused solely on quantitative
data. Juvenile court data was analyzed and the results indicated that minorities received harsher dispositions than
whites for the same offense when they had prior offenses or did not have counsel.    
Evaluation of Juvenile Detention Facilities
Juvenile delinquents pose problems for most small towns in Mississippi and other states because of statutes
prohibiting the placement of juveniles in adult jails. The results of numerous studies show that juveniles held in adult
jails are more likely to be traumatized and abused, and have relatively higher suicide rates. The MCJRU was
contracted to assess facilities throughout the state in which juveniles were detained. The research team used The
American Corrections Association’s guidelines as criteria for the facility audits. Facilities were randomly selected
based on population size. Results of the study found that most jurisdictions did not have certified facilities to detain
juveniles, and some failed to isolate juveniles from adults. It is believed that the MCJRU helped increase awareness
and sensitivity regarding the conditions in which juveniles were detained in the state.   
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By: Dr. Terri L. Earnest

Assistant Professor of Sociology, Frances Marion University, SC
Research Associate I/Graduate Research Assistant (1992-2000),
SSRC
Several weeks ago, I was asked if I would be interested in
contributing to a publication celebrating the sixty-year
existence of Mississippi State University’s Social Science
Research Center (SSRC).   I agreed.   How hard could it be,
right?  And who am I to pass up a chance to put my face and
name in a history book?  Now I sit trying to think of what to
write.   I spent about eight years at the SSRC (1992-2000),
first as a graduate research assistant and later as a full-time
research associate, so the problem is not that I have nothing
Photo courtesy of Dr. Terri L. Earnest
to write about, the problem is deciding what not to write
about.  This paring down of information is partly due to the space limitation provided to me by the editor, but mostly
due to my promises in the past to certain individuals to never reveal certain information regarding certain
behavior...   So, I shall tell my story doing my best to engage the reader without implicating any of my former or
current colleagues (I am joking, of course…).
I began working at the SSRC in the fall of 1992 as a graduate research assistant for Dr. Melvin C. Ray, who, at the
time, was a co-coordinator (along with Dr. Phyllis Gray-Ray) of the Mississippi Crime & Justice Research Unit
(MCJRU).  This was an exciting time for me.  I had received by BBA in 1988, and by 1992, I had grown weary of
my career in retail/restaurant management.  I was looking for a more interesting career.  By coincidence, the office
manager for the store I was managing had a sister who was a student in sociology at MSU, and she often came in
talking about her classes and how she was working toward a certificate in corrections.  The topics she talked about
were intriguing enough to make me call Dr. Ray and set up a meeting to talk with him about the graduate program
in sociology, specifically about the criminology track.   One might say that the transition from retail manager to
graduate student was meant to be, for not only was I accepted into the sociology graduate program, but I was also able
to secure a recently vacated position in the MCJRU as a graduate research assistant.  Thus began my ‘career’ at the
Social Science Research Center.
As a graduate research assistant, my work at the SSRC was a fulfilling experience.  This was a place where you could
actually see how the material studied in the classrooms could be applied in the real world, which made the classroom
experience much more enjoyable.  Not only was I paying attention to the lectures so that I could do well in the class,

Enriching lives through
graduate assistant opportunities
but I also was paying attention so that I could bring what I learned in class to the research I was assisting with at
the SSRC.   Additionally, I had the opportunity to work on some very interesting projects as a graduate student.  
These projects included a longitudinal evaluation of Mississippi’s multi-jurisdictional drug task forces, a criminal
history records audit of various agencies in the state, and a multi-year evaluation of a drug court system in the
state.   Projects like these were what SSRC graduate assistants were involved in from beginning to end, from the
writing of the grant proposal, to the data collection and the writing of the final report.   I was able to learn about
the research process with hands-on training, and I gained exposure in my area through research projects and
conference attendance—and I was able to take advantage of numerous networking opportunities.
I guess another thing that sticks in my mind about being a graduate assistant is that I learned pretty quickly that
professors are human too!  In fact, there is nothing more human than spilling coffee down the front of your shirt,
just ask Dr. Greg Dunaway!   He, like many of the professors whose classes I was attending, had appointments at
the SSRC, which allowed me to see them in a setting other than the classroom.  I think this helped me quite a bit as
a graduate student because I was less apprehensive about going to my professors to ask for help with class material
or just to stop and say hello.  I was also able to build rapport with other researchers at the SSRC who did not have
teaching appointments.  You would be surprised how much can be learned about research or about life by spending
a few minutes a day chatting with a seasoned researcher like Dr. Larry Doolittle.  There were not many afternoons
that went by that I did not stop to say hello to him, only to be graced with a funny story or anecdote.
I worked the last few years at the SSRC as a research associate, continuing to work with the MCJRU on many of the
same projects.  Thus, I had the opportunity to work with Dr. Phyllis Gray-Ray for a while before she left to pursue
an administrative career, and I learned quite a bit from her about teamwork, professionalism, and tenacity.  She was
very influential in my decision to pursue a Ph.D. and encouraged me to consider a career in research and teaching.  
Dr. Gray-Ray became a mentor for me, and when I learned that she was leaving, I was somewhat concerned about
my future at the SSRC.  That concern soon vanished when I learned that Dr. Greg Dunaway would be taking over
the MCJRU.  I had been in a couple of his classes by that time, and I respected him as a professor.  Once we began
working together, it did not take long to respect him as a researcher and a colleague.  Working with him allowed me to
continue learning more and more about research, academia, and, well, music!  Dr. Dunaway and I spent many hours
driving to and from project sites (which, incidentally, is when he would spill coffee on his shirt), and he took that time
to share his love of music with me—sometimes against my will—but  how does a person in a car going eighty-five
(I mean sixty-five) miles an hour escape?   You don’t!   All kidding aside, I very much enjoyed working with
Dr. Dunaway, and I gained the level of confidence that I needed to seek out a faculty position when the time came.
On a final note, as a graduate student with hours to work, classes to attend, papers to write, and books to read, it
was quite advantageous to work so physically near MASEP.  There are not many stronger deterrents to drinking and
driving than having such an organization just one doorway away!   (For those who don’t know, MASEP is the
Mississippi Alcohol Safety Education Program.)
There are so many more stories and so many more people who make the SSRC what it is.  I was fortunate enough to
work with and/or get to know many of those people, and I am grateful for all that I learned, even the hard lessons.
Thank you, Social Science Research Center.
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The Human-Canine Bond
By: Mike Lightsey
From my earliest memories, dogs have been a significant part
of my life.   As a child, they served as my playmates and,
quite often, best friends.   Over fifty years later, my twelve or
so dogs continue to play an important role in my life both
recreationally and as companions.   So when Dr. Cosby asked
me in the latter part of 2007 if I would be interested in serving
as Principal Investigator for a study focusing on the bonding
process between law enforcement handlers and their drug
dogs, I was game.

Mike Lightsey

Research Fellow & Special Projects
Coordinator, SSRC
M.S.S., Sociology, Mississippi State University
Mr. Lightsey has been affiliated with Mississippi State University for over thirty years
in various administrative, professional, and
research capacities. For twenty years, he
served as Operations Coordinator for the
SSRC’s Mississippi Alcohol Safety Education
Program (MASEP), where he directed
projects related to strengthening of the state’s
DUI Control System and participated in
projects designed to improve the program.
During his tenure with the University, he
also served for two years as a Governmental
Training Specialist for the Mississippi
Cooperative Extension Service and as
Associate Director of the SSRC for administration for approximately four years. He has
served on numerous committees and boards
associated with highway safety and has been
actively involved in University and community committees/organizations. Over the years,
he conducted research in the areas of
alcohol use/abuse, man-caused forest fires,
and occupational aspirations of youth.
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Dogs have always played an important role in American
culture as guardians and workers. Over the past few decades,
their status as companions has grown immensely, and today
it is not unusual to hear someone talk about or to his or her
pet as if it were a child. The emergence in popular media of
story after story about the human-canine bond reflects this
changing status of dogs as companions. This change in status,
along with volumes of anecdotal information about the
relationship between humans and dogs, has generated a
growing scientific interest in the bond and its effect on such
things as the health and general well being of both humans
and dogs.
Today, the role of the working dog has changed. Guide, rescue,
attack, and narcotic- or explosive-detecting dogs are not
only workers and companions, but they are also highlytrained professionals whose handlers’ lives, as well as their
own, depend upon a successful working relationship. One
clear theme is echoed throughout the literature: the bond
between these handlers and their dogs is paramount.   
However, I found that there are still very few studies that
actually capture the underlying nature of the bond and the
process through which it occurs among these partners.
According to the American Veterinary Association, the bond
is a “mutually beneficial and dynamic relationship between
people and other animals that is influenced by behaviors that
are essential to the health and well being of both.”
This project provided an opportunity for the Social Science
Research Center to partner with the Mississippi Highway
Patrol to examine the bonding process between handlers and
their drug/attack dog partners.

The study, which is still in its early
stages, has two major components.   The
first component, which has already
been conducted, was to develop and
to present a questionnaire to a group
of police narcotic drug dog handlers
at a national meeting. It was designed
to assist in identifying the handlers’
views of the importance of the bond
to a successful working relationship, to
better understand the meaning and
nature of the bond, and to determine
some of the primary elements of
establishing a strong bond.   The
second component, which is still to be
conducted, is more of an ethnographical
approach of studying the bond
between handlers and dogs. It will
involve collecting long term detailed
information from handlers who have
been assigned new dogs.
At this juncture of the project, the first
phase has been implemented and has
offered some valuable information. Yes,
handlers unanimously expressed that a
strong bond is important to a successful
working relationship. They indicated
that respect and love of dogs stood as
the highest two components of
establishing a strong bond, which was
followed closely by consistency and
caring, playing and petting.   In their
opinion, it is very important that a dog
be assigned to only one handler to
establish a strong bond.
One of my questions was, “How
important is sleeping with the dog?”  
This question engendered several
connotative remarks and a bit of
humor among the participants as one
respondent asked, “In my bed or
his kennel?”   Notwithstanding the
humorous remarks and contrary to
my thoughts about letting one’s dog
sleep in the bed with one as being

“Today, the role of the working dog has
changed. Guide, rescue, attack, and narcoticor explosive-detecting dogs are not only workers
and companions, but they are also highly trained
professionals whose handlers’ lives, as well as
their own, depend upon a successful working
relationship.”
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important, sleeping with one’s dog was perceived as being the least important behavior
among the officers.
The majority of the questions I asked the handlers were drawn from established pet
bonding-attachment scale items.   The highest-ranked responses revealed that handlers’
dogs were very important
to them and an
important part of their
“The handlers like to spend a lot of time with their
family.   Protecting
their dogs from harm
dogs, have fun with them, and often keep pictures of them.
is important and if
A large portion felt that, sometimes, their dogs were their
something
happened
to them, the handlers
best friend. All were proud of their canine partner.”
would be very upset.
The handlers like to
spend a lot of time with
their dogs, have fun
with them, and often keep pictures of them.  A large portion felt that, sometimes, their dogs
were their best friend.   All were proud of their canine partner.     The handlers felt very
strongly that their dogs love them no matter what, want to please them, miss them when
they are gone and would try to protect them.
Many of the bonding and pet attachment questions that I asked imply humanization of
the dog if answered in the affirmative.  While answering these types of questions, some of
the handlers clearly expressed to me that while these feelings of love and friendship for
their dogs were important, the dogs were not human and these affective responses were
not equivalent to the level of the feelings and values associated with humans.  However, it
was also made clear by their responses that the dog was not just a tool to get the job done and
an emotional attachment was a significant part of the relationship.
Toward the end of our meeting, I had the opportunity to have a discussion with the
participants about their personal views of the bond between them and their dogs.
Statements such as “The dog is willing to turn everything over to you,” “You are the dog’s
best friend,” “The dog learns to read you during the situation and understands his role,”
and “You learn to read the dog” were some highlights of what the bond means to these
officers.  During our discussion, a longtime, now retired, handler joined the group. On an
ending note, I asked for a succinct summary definition of the nature of the bond between
handler and dog.   This seasoned officer responded with an answer not mentioned on the
questionnaire, in which all the participants concurred: trust.  The bond is based on and is
a reflection of mutual trust. Both handlers and dogs have a trust in each other regardless of
the situation in which they are cast.  This is a trust which is built on love, respect, care, and
consistency.
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“This seasoned officer responded with an answer
not mentioned on the questionnaire, in which all the
participants concurred: trust.”
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Cops, Guns,
Scientists

and

Social

By: Lee Weiskopf

Lee Weiskopf
Project Coordinator, SSRC
M.P.P.A., Mississippi State University
Lee Weiskopf ’s current projects
include the SSRC’s Public Safety Data
Laboratory, for which he serves as Project
Coordinator. The Public Safety Data
Laboratory is a data management and
analysis lab for the Mississippi Highway
Patrol and Mississippi Office of Highway
Safety. Lee also works closely SSRC’s
International Exchange Program with
the University of Catania, Italy and
University of Zagreb, Croatia, as well as
with the initiative to establish the G.V.
“Sonny” Montgomery National Center for
Veterans Policy Research.
Lee is a 2007 Summa Cum Laude
graduate of Mississippi State University,
with a Bachelor of Arts degree in Political
Science.   Lee completed his Master’s of
Public Policy and Administration with an
emphasis in local and state government policy
at MSU’s Political Science and Public
Administration department in December
2009.
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When discussing the Mississippi Highway Patrol’s (MHP)
latest weapon for keeping Mississippi’s highways and
motorists’ safe, the last thing the average Joe would expect this
weapon to be is a bunch of social scientists from Mississippi
State University.   However, that is exactly what their latest
weapon is.   Scientists, research associates, and students at the
Social Science Research Center have extended their longstanding association with Mississippi’s Office of Highway
Safety and Public Safety Planning to create the Public
Safety Data Laboratory.   The laboratory is designed to help
streamline the process for data collection, management, and
evaluation for the leadership of MHP to better utilize their
resources and personnel.  This has led to several new features,
updated forms, and a new way of thinking for Mississippi’s
top law enforcement agency.  
The Public Safety Data Lab, or the purpose it has taken on,
more or less happened by accident.  Another research scientist
was conducting a study on the elements of human-animal
bonding, and was using MHP drug dogs and their handlers
for his study.  During a public relations event for this project,
Colonel Mike Berthay and other leaders from MHP were
invited to tour the Center.  When viewing some visualization
techniques that were being used on another project, Col.
Berthay asked how easy it would be to utilize such techniques
for the Highway Patrol.   This began many discussions that
eventually led to a formalized agreement to establish the
Public Safety Data Laboratory as a center for data
management and analysis for the Mississippi Highway Patrol.
The Public Safety Data Laboratory encompasses several
different tasks and projects. First, the lab is data driven.   The
data is drawn from four databases within the Department of
Public Safety: the Trooper Daily Activity Reporting Form,
ReportBeam, the Citation/DUI database, and FARS.    The
Trooper Daily Activity Reporting Form tracks all activities
of each individual Mississippi Highway Patrolman, who
report the data through weekly reports.   ReportBeam is
used statewide by all law enforcement agencies as the crash
database, holding information about all crashes that occur

in the state of Mississippi.   The Citation/DUI Database is a compilation of all driving
citations and DUIs issued in the state, after adjudication.  FARS is the Fatality Analysis
Reporting System, and contains information on all deaths associated due to traffic
crashes.   While some of the data may overlap, it provides a great way to check the
reliability of the data collection methods and integrity of the data itself.   The data is
downloaded on a weekly
basis to the Secure
Data Laboratory in the
SSRC, and is overseen
by Neal Fierabend, Data
Management Coordinator.  
In addition to examining
and analyzing the existing
data, reporting protocols
and forms were evaluated
and changed to maximize
the data collected, which
will
provide
more
information to better
determine
the
usage
of personnel and their
activities.   The Trooper
Daily Activity Reporting
Form
underwent
significant changes for
the first time since the
1980s.   Due to the rise
in the number of illegal
drugs, change in speed
limits, and other areas
that provided minimal
information, the old form
was not meeting its full
potential.   In addition to
changing the paper form,
“When discussing the Mississippi Highway Patrol’s
a Web-based system has
(MHP) latest weapon for keeping Mississippi’s highways
been built that mirrors
the
paper
form,
and motorists’ safe, the last thing the average Joe would
making it easier for the
expect this weapon to be is a bunch of social scientists from
administrative assistants
to enter into the database.  
Mississippi State University. However, that is exactly what
Eventually, each individual
their latest weapon is.”
trooper will enter this
data on a daily basis on
the web, instead of a weekly
basis on paper.   This will not only provide better data quality, but will also allow each
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trooper to monitor his or her activity themselves on a daily basis.  
After the access to data and an improvement in collection is completed, the heart of the
project will begin.  The overall idea of this project revolves around the COMPSTAT theory
of policing, which involves statistics of daily activity, change in activity, and GIS Mapping.  
The goal is to make this information readily and easily available to the leaders of the
Mississippi Highway Patrol, who can use it to better strategically plan and manage
personnel.   Monthly
reports will be issued
on a statewide, regional,
“On paper, the relationship between research
and
district
level.  
These
reports
will
academics and law enforcement seems odd, but it has
highlight the activities
worked. Part of Mississippi State’s status as a land-grant
within that geographic
location on a monthly
University requires service back to its state, and this project
basis, with comparisons
is one that is fulfilling that role. Improving the safety and
to adjoining months
and previous years.  
enforcement of Mississippi’s interstates and highways plays
Additionally, a Web
an important role in improving and bettering the society
site is being built for
supervisors to access that
and world we live in.”
would allow them to
pull data on a state,
regional, district, county,
or individual trooper level.   Knowing where and how to better utilize their resources will
make Mississippi’s roads safer and the agency leadership more aware of the patterns and
activities on our roads.  
One of the most popular features of the project has been the mapping of activity
within the Google Earth platform.   This feature involves taking information from
ReportBeam, and overlaying the data in either map or satellite view.  The information can
be sorted by any category, as long as the information is within the ReportBeam crash report.  
This will give visual evidence as to where crashes are occurring, revealing the dangerous
corridors on Mississippi’s highways.   The Google platform significantly increases the
available technology, providing some street views, easy navigation, and the ability to easily
separate the different categories, producing multiple categories of maps and imagery.   The
old adage “a picture is worth a thousand words,” directly applies to this task, making it one of
the highlights of the Public Safety Data Laboratory.  
On paper, the relationship between research academics and law enforcement seems odd,
but it has worked.   Part of Mississippi State’s status as a land-grant University requires
service back to its state, and this project is one that is fulfilling that role.   Improving the
safety and enforcement of Mississippi’s interstates and highways plays an important role in
improving and bettering the society and world we live in.  The Mississippi Highway Patrol
continues to be an impressive and wonderful partner, and as this project develops and
strengthens, expansion and growth is likely.  So the next time you are traveling down one
of Mississippi’s roads and you see a State Trooper, remember their newest weapon and
partner, the Social Science Research Center.  
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“One of the most popular features of the project
has been the mapping of activity within the Google
Earth platform.
This feature involves taking
information from ReportBeam, and overlaying the
data in either map or satellite view... This will give
visual evidence as to where crashes are occurring,
revealing the dangerous corridors on Mississippi’s
highways.”
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The National Highway
Watch Analysis and
Improvement Program
By: Tonya T. Neaves
In the United States, there are approximately four million
miles of highway, with more than 590,000 bridges.   There
are nearly eleven million freight trucks traveling on the
U.S. highway system any given day, transporting nearly
18,000 shipments of gasoline daily.   A disruption in this
service would surely have a devastating effect on key
industries including food, healthcare, transportation, retail,
manufacturing, and banking and finance.   The effect would
also not be limited to a particular geographic area.  Rather, a
ripple effect could occur among a variety of services and
activities beyond the affected area.

Tonya T. Neaves

Research Fellow, Project Coordinator to the
Director, SSRC
M.P.P.A., Mississippi State University
Tonya’s current research portfolio includes
working as a principal investigator on the
Presidential Climate Study, program evaluator
on the Public Safety Data Lab, and researcher
on Healthy and Unhealthy Places.  Some of her
past experience includes serving as co-principal
investigator on The National Highway Watch
Analysis and Improvement Program, program
evaluator for The Mississippi Institute for
Improvement of Geographic Minority
Health, and researcher on The Southern Pain
Prevalence Study.  From 2005 to 2007, Tonya
also coordinated a foreign exchange program
with the University of Catania in Italy and the
University of Zagreb in Croatia.   Tonya is
also a co-director of the University’s Model
Security Council program, as well as a board
member for the Soutern Regional Model
United Nations.
Tonya is also pursuing a Doctorate in
Public Policy and Administration from
Mississippi State University.  
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Highway Watch (HWW) was developed in 1998 by the
American Trucking Association (ATA) as a motor carrier
industry safety program.  In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist
attacks, the program partnered with the U.S. Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) from 2001 to 2008 to  evolve into
the surface transportation sector’s leading national safety and
security program that utilized the skills, experiences, and road
smarts of America’s transportation workers to help protect
the nation’s critical infrastructure and resources.
The mission of HWW was “to assist in ensuring the safety
and security of the U.S. by providing a nationwide team of
well-trained and experienced surface transportation
professionals who collectively detect, assess, report,
process, analyze, and respond to items or incidents which
may pose a threat.”   It is not affordable to employ safety
or security officials around the clock to protect against
threats, so using transportation professionals to detect
threats is especially economical. The program’s goals were,
therefore, twofold: first, to prevent vehicles from being
used as weapons, and second, to protect the nation’s critical
infrastructure.
In the late spring of 2007, the Social Science Research Center
(SSRC) and the Department of Industrial and Systems
Engineering (ISE) of Mississippi State University (MSU)
were contracted by the ATA to bring to bear University-based

social science and engineering expertise to assist HWW in program evaluation
and improvement, labor force dynamics, program coverage, and related
analytical services.   As a major $1.7 million undertaking for year one, the SSRC
and the ISE proposed to establish a National Highway Watch Analysis and
Improvement Program to assist the ATA in these efforts, with more work to
be conducted over the remaining years of the program.  
The National Highway Watch Analysis and Improvement Program was organized around
seven research questions or activity requests provided by the ATA.  These questions were
then condensed into three theoretical or technical components by the team at MSU:
1) Demographic and Geo-Spatial Modeling, 2) Evaluation, Assessment, and Program
Improvement, and 3) Decision Support System Development.   The research team
at MSU was represented by the SSRC and the ISE.   Dr. Arthur G. Cosby, Director of
the SSRC, lead the project as its Principal Investigator alongside Dr. Royce O. Bowden,
Department Head of the ISE.   The Co-Principal Investigators of the project included
Dr. Ronald E. Cossman, Neal Feierabend, and myself of the SSRC, and Drs. Lesley
Strawderman, Kari Babski-Reeves, and Mingzhou Jin from the ISE.
The National Highway Watch Analysis and Improvement Program was a particularly
meaningful project to me because it served as a culmination of my undergraduate and
graduate studies focusing on national and state security.   I was initially hired by the
SSRC to assist with developing a proposal aimed at assessing the social and cultural
behaviors of terrorism and counterterrorism.   After months devoted to the writing
process, the proposal was selected as a finalist and chosen for a site visit by DHS.  Although
the project was not funded, I was provided the opportunity to become acquainted with
some of the world’s leading scientists from a variety of academic backgrounds and
professional disciplines, including scientists from Harvard University and the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences.
Since the completion of the ATA project, I have continued my term at the SSRC, working
on several research projects related to health policy studies including The Southern Pain
Prevalence Study, Assessment of Cardiovascular Disease in Mississippi, The Mississippi Institute
for Improvement of Geographic Minority Health, and The Rural Mortality Penalty.
Additionally, other social science projects I have had the privilege to work on are more
aligned with my research interests, including The Social Climate of Disaster Preparedness
and Warning Comprehension, The California Wildfire Reverse 911 System, and The Public
Safety Data Lab.   All of these opportunities have opened doors for my involvement in
other security-related projects, and have made it possible for me to full circle at the SSRC.
Indeed, something new and interesting occurs at the SSRC each day, and I have learned
that a multidisciplinary approach is essential for understanding and addressing current
and emerging complex research questions.  
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Community and Sustainable
Development Engineering
By: Monica A. Rosas Gutierrez
An Immigrant Looking at… Immigration
Sharing some of my own experiences about being an immigrant
in the U.S may explain why this condition can be bittersweet.
For this piece, I will share my greatest experience of having a
job that I enjoy and with which I feel completely connected:
working at the SSRC on immigration themes.

Monica A. Rosas Gutierrez
Research Associate I, SSRC, MSU
M.S., Delta State University

Monica Rosas’s research interests focus
mainly on Hispanic or Latino immigration
to the U.S. She studied health effects and
necessities of a group of Mexican immigrants
in the Delta region during 2006-08 as her
thesis project. Currently, she is working with
Dr. Arthur G. Cosby on the “2009 Social
Climate Survey for Hispanic or Latino
Immigration in the U. S.”
Monica also helps coordinate a research
collaboration between the SSRC and the
Division of Social Sciences at the Monterrey Institute for Technology and Higher
Education (ITESM). Monica is also
contributing to a comparative study between
the University of Catania and the SSRC: The
Social Psychology of Racial/ Ethnic Identity,
Residential Segregation and Self Concept; a
Cross-National Comparative Study.
Monica is the webmaster for the Delta
Directions Consortium Web site. She works
with MASEP to translate material into
Spanish and make the material more
appropriate for Hispanic DUI offenders
taking MASEP courses.
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My “status” has been a useful and unique tool for working on
a project dedicated to researching the situation of Hispanics
or Latinos in the U.S. When I say unique, I mean that, as a
Mexican immigrant myself, I can actually share and relate to it.
Moving to the U.S. has shaped my life in ways that would have
never been possible without moving from my native country.
For my husband and me, a real adventure started five years ago
when a job opportunity in the U.S. appeared.   In Mexico,
job conditions were not promising, so we decided to try this
opportunity for one year. We were just married and eager to
work and start building our life together; however destiny
seemed to point us in a different direction than our own
country, so we moved to a new land with new people without
knowing what immersion into a different culture was going
to be like. To our surprise, after a year, better professional
opportunities than those provided by our own country started
emerging, and slowly but surely, one year turned into five
years and… here I am writing this piece. The hardest part of
this adjustment for us has been figuring out our lives missing
while family, friends, our land, and traditions.  
The acculturation and integration process has indeed been
challenging, and in some ways the bitter side of this experience.
Simple things like everyday chores, figuring out what is
“appropriate” so we can face situations in a completely
different way, getting used to facing stereotypes (for example,
being called Maria even when I introduce myself as Monica,
time after time). Having an ID that classifies me as foreign
“alien” produces in me a strange feeling, as you can imagine.
However, I know that everything I described above has formed
me to be, perhaps more alert and sensitive in many ways.

Working on the 2009 Social Climate on Hispanic or Latino Immigration to the U.S.
study has given me a chance to look more closely, not only at my fellow immigrant’s
position, but also at the U.S. citizen’s.
How do my neighbors see me, my
co-workers? Am I taking a job from a
U.S. citizen? Should I maintain my own
culture and traditions or should I better
adopt U.S. culture and traditions in order to
integrate better into the U.S. society?
I believe that having a mentor like Dr. Cosby
has produced better results for our study
because he is open to many ideas.   He has
guided the study to analyze both sides
of the situation; therefore, we can have
more comprehensive and broader views
about immigration. Dr. Cosby has opened
the door to researchers from different
countries and disciplines to contribute to
the design and analysis of this study. In my
mind, this brings a greater and richer value
to it.
Having the opportunity of a great job that
fascinates me makes me think and feel
that, among the 11.7 million foreign born
Mexicans in the U.S., I am a very fortunate
one!

“Working on the 2009 Social Climate
on Hispanic or Latino Immigration to the
U.S. study has given me a chance to look more
closely, not only at my fellow immigrant’s
position, but also at the U.S. citizen’s.”
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Social Science
Engineering
By: David R. Parrish

David R. Parrish

Research Fellow & Senior Research Associate,
SSRC
M.S., Mississippi State University
David R. Parrish’s primary research
interests include program evaluation,
decision support systems, data visualization,
animation modeling, data management, and
Geographic Information Systems (GIS).   He
has thirteen years of database management
and GIS experience at the SSRC.   
Mr. Parrish is the project director for
Mississippi’s annual Safety Belt Campaign
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Pointing his finger at each of the three birds passing in the
distance, the silence is broken and we all hear a punctual and
scientific identification of each—“crow, crow!”   Then there is
a brief pause as the last bird is spotted—“crow!”  Imagine my
bewildered expression as I’m witnessing what I would call
a fairly random event.   Is he off his rocker?   Does he need
medication?  What’s his deal?  Well, this will not be a surprise
to some after I disclose my immediate surroundings and
present company.   I’m in the back seat of a Crown
Victoria—no, not the police interceptor version used by law
enforcement, but still a formidable Ford vehicle in the SSRC
fleet—and immediately to my left is none other than Dr.
Ronald W. Snow.   Now, if this were a verbal conversation, a
few people might tell me to stop right there.  There is no need
to discuss what is understood.  However, for the less-exposed
audience, the Paul Harvey “rest of the story” includes the
driver and initial crow-shouter, Michael L. Lightsey, the front
seat passenger, James W. Landrum, and a road trip to Jackson,
Mississippi, to attend a Mississippi Association of Highway
Safety Leaders (MAHSL) meeting.  As I sit there listening to
all the jovial hoopla surrounding me, I realize that I have placed
myself smack dab in the middle of self-proclaimed greatness,
wisdom, and elderly adolescence.  
The continued barking of the word “crow” and pointing at
these raven-like creatures turned out to be a simple road
game that I am sure was ingeniously created and patented by
Lightsey.  I believe the name of the game was simply, “Crow.”  
I mentioned being among greatness, did I not?  In this game,
the first person who spotted, pointed, and said “crow” received
one point for each crow correctly identified.   Naturally, you
would think that the object of the game was to get the
highest score, but the major challenge of the game was not
avidly scouting for crows to justly gain points; instead, it was
the ability to cheat!  “Crow” had a built-in drawback for those
who hastily identified any bird as a crow.   For instance, if a
player mistakenly identified a blackbird as a crow, one point
was deducted from that player’s score.   This is where the rub
comes into play.   Arguments about correct identification of
these animals ran rampant.   A typical example may have been
the following:

Figu
ure 5: Mis
ssissippi Seat Bellt Usage Rates
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Landrum: Crow! With 95% Confiddence Intervaal Upper andd Lower Limits (1994 – 2009)
Lightsey: That wasn’t no damn crow. That was a blackbird.
Landrum: That was too a damn crow!
Lightsey:  No it wasn’t.  Minus 1.
Landrum: I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think.  That was a crow.
Lightsey:  You’re cheatin’.

Hence, we have a discrepancy in score keeping.   After about an hour of observing this
back and forth hypocrisy, while listening to Snow talk about drinking beer and surviving
in Mexico, I came to the most obvious conclusion: this game was not about passing the
time or observing the passerine bird count along the Highway 25 corridor to Jackson.  
Heck, the point of game wasn’t even to win.  The game was merely an instrument to start
arguments and ultimately laugh about arguing.  That’s it.  That’s all there was to it, and with
that I’ll leave to your imagination the outcome of the introduction of spotting hawks for
two points in the most recent release of “Crow Version 2.0.”  It’s a family game!
Now, to those of you that don’t know these characters, the picture I painted may sound
like my ride to Jackson that morning was torture.  Quite the contrary is true, however.  It
was the most fun I have
EVER had going to
Figu
ure 6: Nattional Seat Belt Use Rates in 2008
Jackson, and, despite my
Sourcce:2008 NH
HTSA Traffic Safety Factss: Crash/Sta
ats DOT HS 811106 – April
A
2009
lighthearted jesting, I have
very high admiration and
respect for these three
gentlemen.   Landrum is
even directly responsible
for passing on to me the
work that is the majority
of my employment at the
SSRC.   Before Landrum
retired-retired, he and
I worked together in
providing a service to
the state of Mississippi.  
We were contracted by
the Mississippi Office
of Highway Safety to
conduct field observational
66.8%
% - 75.0%
Alaska: 84.9%
Americcan Samoa: 55.7
surveys of safety belt, child
Districtt of Columbia: 90.0%
75.1%
% - 83.0%
Guam: 85.0%
restraint, and motorcycle
Hawaii: 97.0%
83.1%
% - 90.0%
North Mariana
M
Islands: 89.8%
%
helmet usage for the
Puerto Rico: 92.1%
90.1%
% - 97.2%
U.S. Viirgin Islands: 82.3%
state.   These evaluations
generally coincided with
the Click It or Ticket campaigns throughout the nation.  Once the figures were collected
by field staff and relayed back to the SSRC, usage rates were calculated and
reported to the state agency.   Landrum began providing this service to18 the state
in 1992.   I became his assistant in the year 2000 after his first retirement and
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essentially took the reins in 2005 after his second retirement.   This is when I became
fully aware of Landrum’s supreme organizational system, which was finely tuned and
teeming with structure and logical placement of documents.   I am positive it couldn’t
have taken more than two years to acclimate myself to this system, and I merely provided
minor tweaks to bring
it into perfection.  
Tab
ble 5: Seat Belt Usage Rate
es by Cou
unty – All Vehicles
s
Full Survey
S
of 16
68 Sites in 16
6 Counties
All Tyypes of Vehiicles by Drivver/Passenge
er and Gend
der (N = 19,2
221)

For the next two
years, Jim continued
Male
All
Male
All
to be included on the
71.2%
72.1%
49.5%
61.1%
DeS
Soto
project as an advisor
82.8%
84.4%
79.3%
86.1%
Harrrison
until the cord was
84.5%
91.8%
83.9%
91.1%
Hind
ds
finally cut in 2007.  
82.2%
80.0%
83.1%
78.1%
Jack
kson
88.5%
92.8%
80.8%
91.8%
Rankin
All of his highway
57.1%
67.5%
64.2%
77.4%
Itaw
wamba
safety knowledge had
72.9%
76.3%
65.1%
72.1%
Jone
es
been transferred to
60.5%
62.2%
61.1%
63.1%
Laud
derdale
me—the good, the
66.7%
71.3%
75.1%
77.0%
Lee
bad, and the ugly.  He
67.3%
70.0%
59.1%
60.3%
Leflo
ore
had nothing left to
67.0%
67.1%
68.6%
70.1%
Neshoba
68.3%
73.9%
42.5%
65.0%
Oktibbeha
offer, so naturally
74.0%
81.4%
66.6%
79.1%
Pearl River
what did I do?  I fired
65.9%
71.9%
71.1%
73.2%
Pike
e
him!   No, no, just
72.9%
81.5%
78.7%
87.6%
Sunfflower
kidding.   On a
55.9%
63.7%
74.8%
69.8%
Warrren
more serious note,
72.2%
76.4%
70.3%
76.0%
Tota
al
Note: Exxceptionally positiv
ve belt use rates (ab
bove 90%) are high
hlighted in GREEN and exceptionally low belt use rates (below 60%) are
Jim finally retired
highlighted in RED for the reader’s convenien
nce only. Some of these figures could
d be misleading due to basing a perce
entage on a very
small nu
umber of observatio
ons. This phenome
enon is common when
w
producing brea
akdowns to a finer resolution. Also, 0%
0 and 100% usag
ge
(for the third time
rates are
e highlighted in YE
ELLOW and should not be considered a true approximatiion for the same reason.
I might add!), and
I must say it was a pleasure and a blessing for me to work with such a wonderful colleague
Tablee 5 considerss all vehicle typesand
and person.  
shhows an ove
total usa
rate ofthings,
76.3%,and
which
Heerall
taught
meagemany
Iham happy to report that the seat belt/
is virrtually identiical to the offficial overalll rate of 76.004%. Femalle drivers annd passengerrs
helmet/child
restraint
project
in its
fifteenth
in Hinds, Rankin
n, and Sunfloower Countie
es recorded
o
outstanding
beltisuse
num
mbers
overyear of operation at the SSRC.  My hat’s off
to
you,
Landrum,
boy!
90%.Male drivers in Itawambba and Warrren are on the low end off the spectruum of belt use
County

Drivers
Female
73.1%
86.8%
97.3%
76.4%
98.1%
83.4%
81.2%
65.0%
78.3%
73.7%
67.1%
82.3%
90.6%
77.7%
93.8%
77.9%
81.8%

Passengers
P
Female
69.8%
93.0%
93.9%
75.3%
95.9%
82.6%
77.9%
62.4%
77.9%
63.7%
74.2%
79.2%
89.0%
80.6%
96.5%
69.6%
80.6%

Occupants
s
All
69.8%
84.7%
91.7%
79.6%
92.5%
69.8%
75.1%
62.1%
72.4%
68.8%
67.4%
72.4%
80.8%
72.1%
83.9%
64.4%
76.3%

Harrison, Hinnds, Rankin,, and Sunflow
wer) had
with below 60% usage. Fourr counties (H
h
than thhe 2008
natiional
average
e ofof
83%.
H at and
Hinds
ankin I have also had the privilege of working with
overaall belt use higher
Amid
my ten
years
service
the Ra
SSRC,
Counnties deservee applause ass they both achieved
a
a beelt use rate over
o
90%.

many other research fellows, scientists, and staff on an array of topics that range from
health continue
types of vehicles
cissues totohomeland
l behindsecurity.  One
lag
feemales whenn current research thrust revolves around
Malee drivers and passengers of allchildren’s
the pe
effective
geospatial
(basically
maps) by first response agencies in the
it com
mes to bucklling up. Sevventy-two
ercent ofuse
malleofdrivers
appearproducts
to be using
seat
belts while femalle drivers aree buckling
u
up
at
nearly
a
ten
percent
t
higher
rate.
.The
same
aftermath of a disaster.  We used the response and recovery efforts of Hurricane Katrina
ratio exist by gen
nder in passeenger belt
use –test
the bed.  
femaale In
buckle
raateIisof
80%
the malewe surveyed the users and producers of
as our
Phase
theannd
project,
rate is 70%.
geospatial data in the Katrina effort.  These survey responses helped to shed some light on
the collective
thinking
of decision
makers
and, more specifically, their perceptions of the
Usingg the far righ
ht column off this table
(aall occupants
s) as a guide
e, possible
prroblem
countties that may
y need speciaal targeting
i
include
Laud
derdale
and Warren
– booth their
with decisions after the storm.   Phase II of the
effectiveness
of map
products
in aiding
below
w 65% overaall belt use raates. project was aimed at gaining knowledge of first responder cultures as a critical element
for defining standardized, customized geospatial products that aid in effective
disaster management.
Providing research support, mostly in the areas of data analysis and visualizations, has
been my strength at the SSRC.  I am thankful for all of the opportunities to exhibit my
skills and10talents over the years.   Furthermore, I cannot express enough appreciation
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of the latitude afforded to me by the SSRC support staff.   Their services to me and all
the other research staff are invaluable to our collective research efforts.  Thank you!  All of
you ROCK!
So by now, you must be wondering why I titled this piece for the sixtieth anniversary
book Social Science Engineering. I did so because I believe it is a rare occurrence for a
person with an engineering background to fit in a research setting that is comprised
mostly of sociologists and psychologists.   Before I became a part of the SSRC family,
the most experience I had in these so-called “soft” sciences was Intro to Psychology with
the infamous Dr. Tom Carskadon (Isn’t he an interesting person?).   Even though my
industrial engineering education was the broadest and perhaps least focused engineering
discipline on MSU’s campus, I still had the mind set of concrete answers with one
solution.   I quickly noticed how lost a person could become by trying to comprehend
the social context of problems without having a background in learning how to approach
these problems.   Needless to say, I have been learning as I go, and I would oppose
anyone who arrogantly labels social science as a “soft” science in the sense of being lower
on the totem pole.   Believe me; it is as hard as it comes.   The human being is one of
the most, if not the most, complex and dynamic systems on this Earth.   Likewise,
examining the behavior and social life of human groups and individuals is extremely
complicated and uniquely challenging.   I think I can confidently say that, but I’m sure
there is some sociologist somewhere that would have to disagree with me.
I have to admit that working in a social science research environment after having an
engineering education has
changed my perception of
Figu
ure 4: Sea
at Belt Us
sage Rate
es by Race & Gen
nder
human capital.   Perhaps it
Full Survey
S
of 16
68 Sites in 16
6 Counties
was the human factors side
of industrial engineering that
provided my segue to the
social sciences.  However, as an
engineering student, most of
the human elements I studied
concerned time and motion
studies, ergonomics, cognitive
aspects of human-machine
systems, and decision theory.  
Most, if not all of these areas
of study, were clearly geared
towards a manufacturing
environment, and although
these fields relate directly to the human system, none of them consider social behavioral
Figurre 4 presents
s an
analysis
of belt use believe
b
broken
downnare
only by racce and gendeer. This
factors as a part of the proverbial equation.  Are
these
factors
important?  I
they
chart
reveals that
withiin each
race category
lagg about 5 to 10 percentagge points
supremely important, but also virtually
impossible
tot males
study because
humans
are not merely
behinnd
when
w spots
it come
es to bucklin
ng up. machines
Whitee females aree over 8 perccentage
very complex machines that engineers
canfemales
plug into
where
automated
pointts above blacck females more
m
than 25 percentage points above Hispanic males.
m
Whitte
don’t make sense (or cents as it is in most cases).  We are all, in fact, unpredictable social
maless are virtuallly equivalennt with black females in seat
s belt use.
beings that vary based on our social location.  Understanding how individuals may behave
or react is relevant to any larger system
are page
placed–
hence,
the concept
The figures
fin which
on they
th
he next
illustrate
Mississippi
seatofbelt usagee rates for thhe past 16
Social Science Engineering.  Maybe one
day
some
engineer
will
figure
it
out.
yearss (Figure 5) and
a the seat belt use ratees for the Unnited States in 2008 (Figuure 6).

Figurre 5 shows a definite upw
ward trend of
o seat belt usage rates siince 1994. Each
E
year
displaays an officiial belt use rate and 95%
% confidence interval uppper and loweer limits.
Sincee the primary
y seat belt laaw went into effect, the trend
t
has stayed relativelly flat as cann
be seen by the ov
verlapping off confidencee intervals sinnce 2006. The
T rate did take
t
a
7
this year
y – the
ghest it has ever
e
been.
positiive jump to 76.0%
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Physician Workforce
Studies: The Development
of a Research Agenda
By: Dr. Jeralynn S. Cossman

Dr. Jeralynn S. Cossman
Research Fellow, SSRC
Professor of Sociology, MSU
Clinton Wallace Dean’s Eminent Scholar
Director, Mississippi Center for Health
Workforce

Dr. Cossman’s research and teaching
interests are medical sociology, demography,
and health services research. She works with
the SSRC’s Mississippi Center for Health
Workforce as a Research Fellow, examining
issues related to health assessment, prevention,
and social epidemiology.
Dr. Cossman’s recent research focuses
on spatial concentrations of mortality and
morbidity, and Mississippi’s physician
workforce.   She is currently pursuing a
comparative health research agenda with faculty at the University of Catania, Sicily, Italy.
Her work has been funded by the
Department of Health and Human Services,
the U.S. Office of Rural Health Policy and the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.   She has
published manuscripts in several sociology
and interdisciplinary journals including The
American Journal of Public Health and Social
Problems.
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In the spring of 2002, a family doctor in Kosciusko, Tim
Alford, contacted Dr. Cosby to see if there was a social
scientist at the Center who would be interested in studying
physician workforce issues. Dr. Cosby turned to me, a
new Research Scientist at the SSRC. At that time, Dr. Alford
was the President of the Mississippi Academy of Family
Physicians. Dr. Alford said he saw a storm on the horizon—
doctors in Mississippi were finding it harder and harder
to maintain their practices given the malpractice climate
that had been brewing.   From the perspective of physicians,
there were substantial concerns centered on class action
lawsuits that were being filed, naming local doctors to gain
legal venue in Mississippi. Lawyers sought Mississippi legal
venues because they regarded poor Mississippians as being
more likely to make larger jury awards in instances of
malpractice, a practice physician organizations called
“jackpot justice.” Dr. Alford was concerned that the longterm ramifications of this malpractice climate were poorly
understood and asked Dr. Cosby about the potential for the
SSRC to conduct a survey to help figure it out.
To the best of our knowledge, the Mississippi Physician
Workforce Study (2003 MSMD) I led was the first
comprehensive survey of Mississippi physicians.   We now
know part of the reason why—these Mississippi doctors are a
tough group to persuade to respond to surveys!  We started the
2003 MSMD survey on-line but quickly realized that mailing
the survey and calling some doctors was a necessary tactic to
boost response rates. Ultimately, 616 doctors replied to the
survey.  
The 2003 MSMD study data were used to write the first
Health Policy Paper—Mississippi’s Physician Labor Force:
Current Status and Future Concerns—for the Mississippi
Health Policy Research Center.  The importance of the initial
study is apparent. The report is still downloaded regularly as
a reference for many physicians and policymakers across the
state.   Although many healthcare stakeholders realized that

the physician workforce faced problems, the study provided evidence that highlighted
the associated challenges. For example, the study showed that national statistics showed
three doctors for every one thousand residents, while Mississippi had only two physicians
for every one thousand residents.  The study also documented that women and minority
doctors are underrepresented in Mississippi’s physician workforce.   For example,
although one-quarter of doctors nationwide are women, less than 12% of physicians in
Mississippi are women.  
Other 2003 MSMD survey findings were interesting: nearly half of Mississippi’s doctors
are trained in Mississippi—we grow our own!   Of some concern, in 2003, nearly threequarters of young doctors were considering leaving Mississippi, and about the same
proportion of older doctors were considering early retirement because of their concerns
with the malpractice climate. The report provided independent verification of some
physician concerns and data related to other issues associated with the physician
workforce. More importantly, we were informed that findings from the report were the
basis for evidence-based policymaking. Findings from the report provided current,
independent data for healthcare stakeholders, physician organizations, and Mississippi
legislators to inform the debate over malpractice reform (venue laws were changed, for
example).   The findings also supported requests for funding for rural medical training
for the University of Mississippi Medical Center’s graduates who were interested in
becoming family physicians.
Since my initial introduction to Mississippi physicians during the 2003 MSMD study
experience, I have remained in contact with the physician organizations, finding
great sources of support there, and I have made some friends, as well.   Three years
ago, Mississippi physicians decided to fund a new physician survey. Two statewide
physician organizations (the Mississippi Academy of Family Physicians and the
Mississippi Physician Care Network, associated with the Mississippi State Medical
Association) and the SSRC collaborated to fund data collection for the second
Mississippi Physician Workforce Study—the 2007 MSMD survey. This time we had
the experience to know how hard it would be to get doctors to participate, so we
implemented some methodological tricks to boost the response rate.   The Mississippi
Department of Health emailed all physicians in advance of the survey to provide
entrée into the
field.   Despite
our carefully laid
“To the best of our knowledge, the Mississippi
plans, our technical
Physician Workforce Study (2003 MSMD) I led was the
assistant spammed
the entire physician
first comprehensive survey of Mississippi physicians. We
workforce
by
now know part of the reason why—these Mississippi doctors
releasing
the
survey two days
are a tough group to persuade to respond to surveys!”
early—eager and
accidental!   We
had to do some
fancy footwork to rein that back in, but it all worked out OK.  We periodically reminded
the doctors that the survey could be filled out online, and the number of respondents
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continued to creep up.  Undaunted by what seemed to be slower than ideal response rates,
we attended annual state meetings for the Mississippi State Medical Association and
the Mississippi Academy of Family Physicians in May and July 2007, begging doctors to
fill out the 2007 MSMD survey in between sessions.  Finally, along with my collaborator
Debi Street, we drove all
over the state, dropping hard
copies of the survey off at
physician practices, asking
staff to be sure the doctor
received the survey.   We
lovingly refer to that as the
summer of Thelma and
Louise; we didn’t kill anyone,
but driving across the state in
the heat of the summer may
have been the most unusual
recruitment
technique
possible to get physicians to
fill out surveys.  We pulled out
ALL the stops to get the best
data we could!
It was a long survey.   The
doctors didn’t appreciate the
length, but they sure have
been interested in the data
from it.   Doctors could
“Other 2003 MSMD survey findings were
start, stop, and restart
the survey whenever they
interesting: nearly half of Mississippi’s doctors are
wanted, which must have
trained in Mississippi—we grow our own!”
helped with responses.   All
the means we tried to use
to boost responses through
additional recruitment to the survey helped. This time we got more than 1,400
doctors to complete the 2007 MSMD survey, compared to around 600 from the
2003 MSMD.   We have now analyzed the data from the 2007 MSMD survey.
We have already written several reports released by the Mississippi Center for
Health Workforce on physician perceptions of nurse practitioners, use of electronic
medical records, and the effects of Hurricane Katrina on Mississippi’s physician
workforce.   There are also three reports on the Northeast Mississippi Area Health
Education Center’s Web site that highlight these survey results.
In 2007, I was approached again to conduct health-related research—this time by Dr.
Stephen Silberman, who runs the Mississippi Area Health Education Center.   He was
interested in collaborating with us and the Mississippi Department of Health to create
a statewide center to analyze healthcare workforce data on a regular basis.   My longstanding interest in the physician workforce has paid off.  Dr. Silberman proposed an ideal
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complement to the collection and organization of annual physician licensure data, and
he wanted to build on that by including analysis of data on other health care
professionals: dentists, mental health professionals, and allied health professionals.  
Dr. Silberman and I worked with Alvin Harrion, who was then at the Mississippi
Department of Health, to bring together stakeholders across the state to discuss
these ideas.
Throughout 2007, we met with stakeholders who represented many organizations
concerned about health professionals.   Initially, we thought all organizations might
work together to fund this endeavor.   Ultimately, however, we created the North East
Mississippi Area Health Education Center (AHEC) with its main component being the
Mississippi Center for Health Workforce, which I direct.   The North East Mississippi
AHEC is one of hundreds of regional centers designed to improve access to primary care
in their own regions across the nation.  Nearly every state has an AHEC Program Office—
some have several—and each Program Office directs several regional centers.  The North
East Mississippi AHEC is one of eight regional centers in Mississippi.
The development of this center is, in part, a culmination of that first meeting with
Dr. Alford in January 2002.  Yet, the development of this center is also, in part, just the
beginning: the beginning of a sustained and regular effort to document and understand
the relationship between the physician workforce and access to care in Mississippi.  There is
still much work to do.  More than fifty of Mississippi’s eighty-two counties are considered
health professional shortage areas.  Only 12% of all Mississippi physicians practice in the
Delta region of the state, one of the most underserved areas.  Our physicians are aging, and
we are not replacing those who are retiring with new physicians at an adequate rate.
Two more health workforce projects were funded in July 2008.   First, Caleb Butts, the
Associate Director of the North East Mississippi AHEC in its first year; Denise Krause,
an epidemiologist at the University of Mississippi Medical Center; and I wrote a proposal
in the spring of 2008 to the Appalachian Regional Center.    This funded project will
analyze oral health professionals at the county level for the entire Appalachian region.  
The second proposal was to the Mississippi Institute for the Improvement of Geographic
Minority Health with Debra Street of the University at Buffalo.  This funded project will
revolve around interviews with women and minority physicians and doctors who serve the
underserved patient populations to see what their successes and challenges were and are.  
So, in August of 2008 – the hottest month of the year in one of the hottest states in the
nation—Debi Street and I began another trek across the state.  This time we interviewed
the women and men who provide care to the patients with the least access care in the state
with the poorest access to care in the nation.  The saga continues …
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Being a Graduate
Student at the SSRC
By: Dr. Wes James

Assistant Professor, University of Memphis
Post-Doctoral Research Fellow (2009), SSRC
Research Associate II (2007-2009), SSRC
Research Associate I (2005-2007), SSRC
Graduate Research Assistant (2002-2005) SSRC
I arrived at the Social Science Research Center (SSRC)
in January 2002, as a Graduate Research Assistant and
incoming master’s student in the Department of Sociology.  I
enrolled in the Sociology program to study under Dr. Lynne
Cossman, who directed my master’s thesis and later went on
to chair my dissertation, as well.   When I was not taking
classes, the bulk of my time was spent working at the SSRC,
where I was put under the guidance of Dr. Ron Cossman from
day one.   This arrangement certainly had its challenges and
provided added pressure to a young graduate student just trying to find his way.  It was difficult enough moving to
a new town, handling the pressure of a graduate program and learning a new job, but when your boss and academic
advisor are married, it does not make things any easier!   Nonetheless, I survived the early days and continued to
learn and grow at the SSRC, develop research skills and form great professional and personal relationships.
Working at the SSRC has provided tremendous opportunities to learn all aspects of the research process.  This not
only includes writing, statistics, and research methods, but also where to find available sources of funding, grant
writing, and balancing multiple tasks and projects at the same time.   Some of these skills are learned in the
classroom, but many are not, which is why the SSRC is a great place for graduate students to work.  Over the years,
I have progressed from a graduate student worker to a Research Associate II and inherited new responsibilities and
opportunities in the process.   I have no doubts about how my experiences at the SSRC have helped me develop
research skills that I would not have otherwise had as a graduate student.
The most rewarding aspect of working at the SSRC has been the relationships formed with colleagues.  Dr. Cosby
creates a very enjoyable work environment which helps many of us to reach our potential and be productive
employees, but it has also led to good friendships.  Many of the people I have met at the SSRC are excellent co-workers
and have also become lifelong friends.   So, for many reasons, my tenure at the SSRC has been fulfilling, both
professionally and personally.           

Enriching lives through
graduate employment opportunities

“Working at the SSRC has provided tremendous
opportunities to learn all aspects of the research process.
This not only includes writing, statistics, and research
methods, but also where to find available sources of
funding, grant writing, and balancing multiple tasks and
projects at the same time. Some of these skills are learned
in the classroom, but many are not, which is why the SSRC
is a great place for graduate students to work.”
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“The Social Science Research Center is
always striving to create a secure environment
for research.  Everyone at the SSRC takes the
security of the data that we use seriously during
all stages of our research projects, from
planning to execution.”                                                   
                                                                 -Neal Feierabend
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History of the Survey
Research Unit
By: Dr. Wolfgang Frese

Dr. Wolfgang Frese

Research Fellow, Coordinator of the SRU, SSRC
MAFES Scientist, Professor Emeritus of
Sociology, Anthropology, and Social Work,
MSU

Dr. Frese has served as Coordinator of
Survey Research since the inception of the
Survey Research Unit (SRU) in the SSRC
in 1982.  The SRU conducts local, statewide,
national, and international surveys for local,
state, and federal agencies, as well as for private
corporations and individuals.  
Prior to coming to MSU in 1972,
Dr. Frese held professorial positions at
Ithaca College and Alfred University.   His
research has been published in journals such as
American Educational Research Journal and
American Sociological Review. Dr. Frese is coauthor of two books, The Rendezvous: A Case
Study of An After-Hours Club and Making Life
Plans: Race, Gender and Career Decisions.  
His current research interests are focused on
research methods, health practices (especially
student health practices), rural sociology, and
applied sociology.
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When I arrived at Mississippi State University (MSU) in
1972, scientists at the Mississippi Agriculture and Forestry
Experiment Station (MAFES) were doing survey research in
rural sociology by interviewing farmers and rural residents
in several counties throughout the state, in order to get a
“representative” sample of farmers or rural residents living in
Mississippi. Furthermore, individual scientists were collecting
survey data every three or four years. This meant that each
researcher had to start the data collection procedure from
scratch. That is, they had to locate facilities needed, train a
graduate student(s), and hire interviewers or people to mail
out the questionnaires, etc. When Dr. Cosby was hired as
head of the sociology department at MSU, he had already
developed a survey laboratory at Texas A&M and consequently
understood the advantages of having a central facility for
collecting survey data. With such a facility, MAFES or other
scientists only had to develop the questions he/she wanted to
ask and “hire” the survey facility to collect and process the data.
In addition, such a facility would easily allow researchers to
use statewide and national samples rather than only samples
from selected (“representative”) counties in Mississippi.
Meanwhile, Dr. Shaffer in the political science department
was interested in doing a statewide poll to study Mississippi
politics, especially during odd-numbered election years. Dr.
Gerald Windham, then director of the Social Science Research
Center, had a storage room large enough to house a survey
operation. To further facilitate conditions for developing
a centralized facility, all three units—The Department of
Sociology, The Department of Political Science, and the Social
Science Research Center—were located in Bowen Hall at that
time.
Given these conditions, plus the fact that personal interviewing
was becoming extremely expensive and telephone interviewing
was making major strides, Drs. Cosby, Windham, Shaffer, and
I met in 1982 to talk about starting a Survey Research Unit. At
that meeting, we decided to go ahead with the project and
locate it in the Social Science Research Center on the third

floor of Bowen Hall. While 300 Bowen Hall was being prepared, the Survey Research Unit
was located in the three small offices next to room 300. Before the SRU could move into
room 300, it had to be cleaned out and redecorated. The room was being used as a storage
room with no air conditioning in it and the windows were all shut, as was the door. Thus,
the first task was to get the windows open so the room could be aired out. This was not
an easy task because not only was the room chest deep with “valuable documents” and
“stuff,” but the windows were so water-logged that I could not get them open without
breaking the wood frames. The solution was to pry them open just enough to get a long
one inch by teninch board into
the opening so
more force could
be applied under
“When Dr. Cosby was hired as head of the sociology
a larger area of the
department at MSU, he had already developed a survey
windows.
This
still did not work
laboratory at Texas A&M and consequently understood the
all at once. As a
advantages of having a central facility for collecting survey
matter of fact,
it took several
data. With such a facility, MAFES or other scientists only
days to get the
had to develop the questions he/she wanted to ask and ‘hire’
windows open a
couple of feet; I
the survey facility to collect and process the data.”
had to pry them
an inch or two
every few days
and let the wood
get dryer before I could resume the task. The windows were left open rain or shine until
they dried out enough to open and close them and until the room dried out.
The next task involved throwing all of the “valuable stuff ” out the windows and hauling
it to the dumpster by the band hall. My graduate student and I, and anyone else I could
get to help, filled the dumpster by noon of the first day and had to call the maintenance
plant, who said it could not be full because they had just emptied it the day before.
After the container was emptied, we continued to fill it. The next morning, much to our
surprise, we found a University librarian going through the rubble still out on the lawn
by Bowen Hall asking us not to throw any more out until she had a chance to retrieve the
“valuable stuff ” for the library.
Once everything was tossed out of the third floor windows, we cleaned the room
(especially the mildew growing on the walls), and prepared the room to be painted and
carpeted. In addition, we moved an air conditioner from one of the other rooms into
Bowen 300. About the time I did this, I went shopping for carpet and got lucky. Someone
from MSU had ordered carpet but had not gotten the proper approval, so the Sherwin
Williams store was stuck with it. I lucked out because not only did I get a good price,
but it was also a   good quality, dark brown piece that just fit the room. Meanwhile, I
mentioned to the SSRC secretary that I needed to purchase paint for the room, and
she said that she had a relative who worked in the maintenance plant and would ask if
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we could get paint from them (no harm in asking). Soon after calling, people from the
maintenance plant came over and looked at the room (which was all ready to paint
because we had done all the dirty work and preparation). They remembered that they
had not used their allocation for work on Bowen Hall that year, so they said they would
paint it for us. Another lucky break!
After the room was painted and the carpet was installed, I had the maintenance plant
build seven telephone booths out of four feet by eight feet sheets of plywood for a
reasonable price,
but they wanted
50 cents a square
foot to stain
“After about four years of conducting telephone
them, so we did
that
ourselves.
interviews using the paper and pencil method, we had
The
next
generated enough money to purchase eight microcomputers
step
involved
installing
one
and some software for computer-assisted interviewing. This
original phone
was deemed necessary because our mainframe computer was
line and seven
extension phone
so slow that it actually took up to five minutes to correct one
lines from staff
number in a data set.”
offices in Bowen
Hall,
because
most of these
people did not
use their phone
lines on nights and weekends. The extension phones in those days only cost $1 per month.
We also rounded up a couple of large tables to use for mail surveys. Thus, with a lot of
“elbow grease” and about $5,000 of startup money from the SSRC, the SRU was born.
After about four years of conducting telephone interviews using the paper and pencil
method, we had generated enough money to purchase eight microcomputers and some
software for computer-assisted interviewing. This was deemed necessary because our
mainframe computer was so slow that it actually took up to five minutes to correct one
number in a data set. In addition, computer-assisted interviewing cut out the coding time
and costs involved in a “paper and pencil” operation. In order to accommodate the PCs, I
had to have additional outlets put along one wall in the SRU. The maintenance plant was
under the impression that each computer needed its own circuit, and, according to them,
it was going to cost several thousand dollars to install outlets for each PC. Instead, I got
several heavy-duty extension cords, and they worked fine.
We only had seven computers then.  Business was picking up, and it seemed like everyone
had short deadlines. Plus, we also used faculty offices for calling. In those days, it was
difficult to get computers, but we had plenty of phones. Now it is the other way around—
it is easier to get a computer than a phone! For example, about this time we had a survey
deadline we would not have made since the power lines to Bowen Hall had to be worked
on over the weekend. Luckily, when I asked the head of the Computer Science Department

196

if we could use their faculty offices in Allen Hall as calling stations (they all had a phone and
PC in their office) for the weekend, he got them all to agree. Thanks to their cooperation,
we made the deadline. Needless to say, the SRU was a very busy place.
About two years later, we had generated enough funding to obtain the software and
hardware for a full-blown Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system.
This allowed us to connect all of the PCs together via a Novell network. This meant that
all of the “paperwork” was removed from the interviewers and handled by the computer
(call backs were automatically handled by the computer, how each dialing ended,
quotas, etc.), allowing the interviewer to concentrate on the respondent and doing the
interview. In addition, the data from all of the stations was sent to one file in the file server
and could be ready for analysis in a few minutes after the last interview was completed.
While the Survey Research Unit was getting busier and busier, the Social Science
Research Center was also doing very well. So much so that it was running out of space
in Bowen Hall
and had to look
for
a
larger
facility. As a
“Throughout the history of the SRU, we constantly
result, in 1991
upgraded our PCs and software to take advantage of the
the Social Science
Research Center
latest technology.”
and the Survey
Research
Unit
moved
from
Bowen Hall on campus to the Multi-tenant Building in the Research and Technology
Park across the street from the University. No more 8:00 a.m. traffic jams! There was
plenty of parking, new facilities, new equipment, and our own bathroom!!!
After Microsoft released the Windows operating system and Sawtooth Technologies,
Inc. developed a CATI system to run on that platform in 1998, we upgraded from our
DOS version to take advantage of the features the WinCati system offered. The WinCati
system enabled us to do both audio and visual interviewer monitoring, which greatly
improved quality control and interviewer training. The rapid dial system also increased
productivity and reduced dialing errors. In 2001 the SRU expanded—this included an
additional room with more interviewing booths (totaling twenty). In 2002-3, we beta
tested the first mixed-mode CATI system for Windows software developed by Sawtooth
Technologies, Inc. (we were the first site to test it). This software has the capability to
allow respondents to do the same survey via Internet or telephone. Throughout the
history of the SRU, we constantly upgraded our PCs and software to take advantage of the
latest technology.
Survey Research Unit Personnel
From 1972 until 2003, I had a joint appointment with the Department of Sociology,
Anthropology, and Social Work and the Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry Experiment
Station. We started the SRU with me as coordinator (a half-time position at that time—
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the other half was my joint appointment in the Sociology Department) and one graduate
Research Assistant (twenty hours a week). The majority of our telephone interviewing
was calling households in the evening and on weekends (when most people were at
home). Graduate assistants were only half-time positions, so for the first few years, I
ended up working not just my regular hours, but also about twenty additional hours a
week supervising telephone interviewers. Eventually, I felt confident that I could generate
enough money to add a second and sometimes a third graduate assistant and also have
the funds necessary to pay for updating the computer hardware and software. Starting in
July 2003, I had the opportunity to become the “full-time” SRU coordinator. In 2002,
I added a research associate position to the SRU by promoting Lynne Rich, one of my
best graduate research assistants. As a Research Associate, she was in charge of the Survey
Research Unit’s laboratory, hiring, training, getting interviewers IRB certified, evaluating
and firing interviewers, payroll, etc. When she was about to complete her Ph.D.
requirements, she applied for and got a job at the University of Central Arkansas in
2007. Before she left, she helped train John Edwards in all aspects of the Survey
Research Unit laboratory. At the end of June 2007, I retired after working at Mississippi
State University for thirty-five years. Dr. Edwards is currently the coordinator of the
Wolfgang Frese Survey Research Laboratory.

“Since the inception of the Survey Research Unit, we
have conducted a large variety of surveys for many different
clientele. We have conducted surveys for federal, state, and
private agencies, business organizations, research scientists,
individuals, and several units at MSU.”

The Survey Research
Unit’s Clientele

Since the inception
of
the
Survey
Research Unit, we
have
conducted
a large variety of
surveys for many
different clientele.
We have conducted
surveys for federal,
state, and private agencies, business organizations, research scientists, individuals, and
several units at MSU. The surveys we have conducted over the years cover a wide variety
of topics including annual Mississippi and U.S. social climate surveys, which monitor
tobacco control and tobacco use, an annual private forest management cost survey,
an annual vocational rehabilitation consumer satisfaction survey, and a tri-annual
student health practices survey. Other surveys include topics such as the feasibility of
reintroducing black bears into Mississippi, changing the state flag, alumni interest in
locating a cemetery on the MSU campus, peoples’ reactions to the World Trade Center
terrorist attacks, Hurricane Katrina impact, and the quality of healthcare in Mississippi.
The most time-consuming survey we have done took eight interviewers working fulltime for nine months. The survey involved getting information on every product every
Mississippi manufacturing establishment bought and sold, and coding the products
using SIC codes. The interviewers got to go on field trips to see actual manufacturing
plants in action. The data were used by the Mississippi Department of Economic and
Community Development to publish their directory of all manufacturers in Mississippi.
In addition, the information has helped Mississippi businesses buy from local suppliers,
either products manufactured or, in some cases, waste material.
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Running the SRU has given me the opportunity to work with a wide variety of scientists
at MSU and other Universities (e.g. Texas A&M, University of South Alabama, Auburn
University, University of Arkansas). I have done a lot of survey work with scientists in
the area of forestry; this is in large part due to Dr. Larry Doolittle, who worked at the
SSRC and is a retired forester with a strong sociology background. In addition, we have
conducted numerous surveys with scientists studying wildlife and fisheries. I did the
first survey studying anglers with Dr. Steve Miranda. Based on the results of this
study, we thought Mississippi Outdoors was going to publish our article titled “What
Mississippi Anglers Want,” however, they published our article “What Mississippi
Fishermen Want.”
After being very
careful in the survey
to use a term that
included
both
male and female
anglers, the editor
changed the title.
Working with Drs.
Duane Gill and
Harold Schramm,
we did a five-year
panel study of
anglers who bought
Mississippi fishing
licenses. This was an
interesting project
because we had to
call
information
to get telephone
numbers
for
12,000 names and
addresses. When we
conducted a survey
about black bears
to help determine
how people would
react to an increase
Dr. John F. Edwards, Coordinator of Laboratories at
in the black bear
population
in
the SSRC, and Dr. Arthur G. Cosby, Director of the SSRC,
Mississippi,
our
pictured in the newly-renovated Wolfgang Frese Survey
interviewers quickly
found out that they
Research Laboratory.
needed to make sure
that the respondents
understood
that
we were not asking about blackberries before they started to ask questions like “Have you
seen any?” or “Would you shoot one if you saw one?”

A Commitment to INNOVATION • 199

SSRC: 60 years

of

Commitment

to

Innovation

& Excellence

Dr. Shaffer has used the SRU facilities since 1982 to conduct the Mississippi Poll in evennumbered years. This provides students enrolled in his political science methods courses
with “hands-on” experience doing telephone surveys and provides students with data on
Mississippi politics that they can analyze. In addition, space allowing, faculty members
and graduate students can add questions to the Mississippi Poll. I also use the SRU facility
to train students enrolled in the sociology graduate and undergraduate methods courses.
Other Assorted Amusements
Two of our first mail surveys were “Crime in Mississippi” and “The Mississippi Farmer
Speaks.” Since no one had apparently purchased 12,000 large envelopes at one time
from office supply before, they, of course, did not have that many in stock. After dealing
with
numerous
problems like this,
we did the surveys.
About
midway
“Other amusing things that happened during
through the data
interviewing respondents include marriage proposals and
collection
phase,
the
department
computer monitor screens going blank in the middle of an
got a call from the
interview because the interviewers were trying to clean them
MSU Office of the
President wanting
(we had two such monitors at one time). I also heard one
to know if we were
interviewer saying “yes, ma’am,” throughout the interview
doing the “Crime
in
Mississippi”
and, after asking the respondent his/her gender, saying
survey. It seems the
‘YES, SIR,’ ‘YES, SIR.’”
president received a
call from the state’s
attorney
general’s
office
wanting
to know if the “Crime in Mississippi” study was legitimate because a woman had called
fearing that someone was trying to get information so they could rob her house. The
questionnaire included questions about locks on doors, windows, etc.
One of the first surveys the SRU did was for Dr. Doolittle and involved interviewing
private forest landowners in several southern states. I remember being in the SRU when
the phone rang.  One of the interviewers answered it and explained who he was and why
he had left a message, i.e. because he wanted to interview the caller about his forestland.
I could tell from what the interviewer was saying that the caller wanted to know if he
knew Dr. Longest at the Longest Student Health Center, so I said yes, we knew him,
and nodded profusely to the interviewer. After acknowledging that we did know
Dr. Longest (my wife works at the health center), the caller did the interview, paying for
the long distance call himself. It turned out the caller was a cousin of Dr. Longest and a
former Governor of Texas.
Other amusing things that happened during interviewing respondents include marriage
proposals and computer monitor screens going blank in the middle of an interview
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because the interviewers were trying to clean them (we had two such monitors at one
time). I also heard one interviewer saying “yes, ma’am,” throughout the interview and,
after asking the respondent his/her gender, saying “YES, SIR,” “YES, SIR.” One day when
we were still in Bowen Hall and I was supervising interviewers, one of them jumped in
the middle of an interview and started to hop around with his headphone on.   It turns
out that a wasp had gotten into the room (not unusual) and was “dive-bombing” him. I
was sure the respondent would hang up while we were subduing the wasp. Much to our
surprise, when the interviewer was ready to continue, the respondent was still on the
phone waiting to find out what all the commotion was about. On national surveys,
some of our interviewers had trouble terminating some of their interviews after all the
questions were answered because respondents in different parts of the country loved to
listen to their southern accents.

In addition to state-of-the-art call stations, the
newly-renovated Wolfgang Frese Survey Research
Laboratory has advanced technology and settings
perfect for meetings and presentations.
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The New Wolfgang Frese
Survey Research Laboratory
By: Dr. John F. Edwards
By 2007, the Survey Research Unit (SRU) had outgrown its
facilities. After many years of service, the worn call stations
and fading wall paint signaled a need for renovation. At
about that time, Dr. Frese and his long-standing research
associate, Lynne Rich, announced changes of their own.
Dr. Frese decided to retire from a long and distinguished
career at Mississippi State University. As he was being honored
with the title of Professor Emeritus by the Department of
Sociology, Lynne was placing the capstone on her graduate
studies by accepting the position of Assistant Professor of
Sociology at the University of Central Arkansas. Without Drs.
Frese and Rich to direct and manage the Unit, the SRU entered
a precarious period of transition.

Dr. John F. Edwards

Research Fellow & Coordinator of Laboratories,
SSRC
Assistant Research Professor, MSU
Research Scientist, MAFES
Dr. Edwards directs the SSRC’s Survey
Research Laboratory. The laboratory regularly
conducts telephone and web-based surveys
using local, state, and national samples.
Surveys have covered a broad range of
research topics including healthcare,
consumer confidence, children’s well-being,
behavioral risk assessment, and political
climate.
     In addition to his work at the SSRC, Dr. Edwards has taught courses in Measurement and
Evaluation, Behavioral Science Writing, and
Personality Theory for the Counseling and
Educational Psychology Department at MSU.
      Dr. Edwards received a bachelor’s degree
in English from Loyola University in New
Orleans, a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology
from the University of New Orleans, a master’s degree in Experimental Psychology from
Mississippi State University, and a Doctor of
Philosophy degree in Educational Psychology
from Mississippi State University.
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Dr. Arthur G. Cosby, Director of the Social Science Research
Center (SSRC), was determined to keep the SRU fully
functional, since survey data is a vital part of the many grant
projects at the SSRC. Coordinating a survey laboratory
draws on a wide range of skills, including a strong working
knowledge of research methodology and statistics, as well
as skills in computer programming and data management.
To coordinate a survey laboratory, one must also have
the managerial, clerical, and accounting skills to run the
laboratory as a business, under the restrictive guidelines of an
academic institution.
Dr. Cosby decided to create a new state-of-the-art survey
research laboratory to be named the “Wolfgang Frese Survey
Research Laboratory” (SRL) in honor of Dr. Frese’s many
years of service to the University and the SSRC. He asked
me to design and orchestrate the construction of this new
laboratory. I had been working at the SSRC for over ten
years, serving as a Research Associate for both the Pathfinders
student retention project and the Mississippi Alcohol Safety
Education Program, and had just received my doctoral degree
in Educational Psychology from Mississippi State University.
Designing a new laboratory from floor to ceiling was
challenging. It involved no fewer than thirteen contractors
and numerous design modifications. The contractors included

electricians, telephone technicians, computer networking specialists, carpet and tile
installers, cabinet makers, ceiling installers, furniture specialists, painters, carpenters,
countertop makers, window installers, computer specialists, and software technicians.
One warning for those who attempt a similar project: Beware of the cabinet maker! He
will promise the world, but takes far longer than seven days to deliver.
After months of dust, fumes, and noise, the SSRC had its new state-of-the-art survey
laboratory. A workplace that is efficient, friendly, and elegant—adjectives not typically
associated with a survey laboratory, but very conducive to productivity. The telephone
interviewers who place thousands of calls every week are proud of the new laboratory
and truly enjoy collecting data. In the words of one interviewer, “This is the most
comfortable place I’ve ever worked.”
The new laboratory was outfitted with the latest computer hardware running the
Dimensions™ Survey Research Platform by SPSS, Inc. This robust software helped
to increase the laboratory’s capability and efficiency. With the Dimensions™
software, survey data from the same instrument can be collected across multiple modes
of administration:
telephone, Internet,
and standard mail.
“By 2007, the Survey Research Unit (SRU) had
Data collected from
a single mode or any
outgrown its facilities. After many years of service, the
combination
of
worn call stations and fading wall paint signaled a need
modes is stored
in an SQL server
for renovation.”
database. At any
time during the
administration of
a survey, the data can be extracted to an SPSS file format, ready for immediate analysis.
Researchers can even be granted remote access to their survey data in real time through a
password-protected account.
In April of 2008, I was officially appointed Coordinator of the Wolfgang Frese Survey
Research Laboratory (SRL). Since that time, the laboratory has seen a 70% increase in
project funding. In the past year, the SRL conducted close to twenty significant surveys,
collecting data from over 14,500 respondents across the nation. With an average of
eighty data points per survey, the laboratory collected well over one million survey
item responses this past year. This busy project schedule required a reorganization of
the laboratory’s personnel structure. At present, the SRL operates with two research
scientists, Dr. Frese and myself. Dr. Frese returned from retirement part-time to lend
his thirty-plus years of invaluable experience in survey research. Assisting the research
scientists is Ms. Robyn Howard, a graduate student at Mississippi State University, and
four laboratory supervisors: Ms. Shirley Russell, Mr. Terry Gladney, Ms. Elizabeth
Spirrison, and Ms. Dianne Barnette. The laboratory supervisors oversee a staff of more
than fifty telephone interviewers who are the backbone of the operation, interacting
with hundreds of survey respondents each week.
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The SRL regularly collects data for premier agencies such as the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, Oak Ridge National Laboratory, and the American Academy of
Pediatrics. The surveys span a wide variety of research topics. Most recently, the laboratory
has investigated issues such as: childhood obesity in the state of Mississippi; workrelated stress of Extension 4-H agents across the country; use and control of tobacco
products at both the state and national level; effectiveness of a reverse-911 emergency
system used in San Diego County, California, during an outbreak of devastating forest
fires; and the preparedness level of childcare facilities for dealing with a pandemic
outbreak of influenza. The SRL has also joined Mississippi State University’s Department
of Finance & Economics in a longitudinal study of consumer confidence in the
state of Mississippi.
Working with scientists at Mississippi State University and agencies across the nation,
the Wolfgang Frese Survey Research Laboratory proudly continues to impact some of
today’s most important research. It looks to continue its mission to provide Mississippi
State University researchers with accurate and reliable survey data. The laboratory owes
its success to its dedicated and experienced staff, and to the support it receives from the
Social Science Research Center, the Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry Experiment
Station, and Mississippi State University. Additionally, the laboratory expresses its
sincere gratitude to the tens of thousands of anonymous respondents who freely share
their time and opinions for the betterment of our society as a whole.

“The laboratory owes its success to its dedicated
and experienced staff, and to the support it receives
from the Social Science Research Center, the
Mississippi Agricultural and Forestry Experiment
Station, and Mississippi State University.
Additionally, the laboratory expresses its sincere
gratitude to the tens of thousands of anonymous
respondents who freely share their time and opinions
for the betterment of our society as a whole.”
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For more information on the newly-renovated
Wolfgang Frese Survey Research Laboratory, visit the
laboratories section of the SSRC’s Web site:

www.ssrc.msstate.edu
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SSRC

at the

By: Neal Feierabend

Data Management Coordinator, Social Science Research Center
B.A., Philosophy, Furman University
Security at the Social Science Research Center (SSRC)
has always been more than just an afterthought.   From the
beginning of the proposal or grant writing process to the
completion of the project, security plays an integral role in each
step of the way.
Being a social science research institute, much of the work we
do centers around people and their interactions with society.  
Some of these studies include the collection of personal
information through surveys, interviews, focus groups, and
other collection methods.   The methods for the careful
collection and use of this information must first comply with any relevant laws that may protect the human subject
or the data they provide to our researchers.   Beyond the legalities, studies must also pass through an institutional
review board (IRB, sometimes also known as an independent ethics committee) to ensure that the collection and
use of personal information is done in a manner that protects the human subjects involved.  Finally, other entities
governing the project, such as sponsors or data providers, may require specific precautions or a higher standard of
security.   The researchers at the SSRC always strive to not only meet the guidelines set forth by these outside
organizations and groups but also to exceed them in as many areas as possible.
One of these areas is data security.  In the information age, data often pass unprotected over the Internet or get lost
or stolen on portable media and laptops.  Researchers at the SSRC take precautions to avoid these situations, going
to lengths that assure a much higher level of data protection and security, even when it makes their research
inconvenient.   The best example of our commitment to security in the past decade was a study of the connection
between immigration and naturalization.   These two datasets were provided to the SSRC from separate federal
organizations and combined into one linked database for the study.  Because of the limited nature of information
about immigrants, the only way to link the two datasets was by matching each individual’s full name, information that
is often removed before the data are handed over to researchers.  Some of the individuals in those databases could have
been at serious risk had their names ever been released, because potential existed for injury or death to the individual
or their family and friends in their home country if it was ever discovered that they were living in the United States.

Enriching lives through
ensuring data security
To assure the organizations of the security of their immigration and naturalization data, the linked database
was stored only on a single offline server that was not connected to any network.  A dedicated, secure room was
setup with limited access so that only researchers working specifically on that project had access to the database.  
While this particular lab is no longer in use, within the past year, the SSRC has added two more “secure” data
laboratories for projects which include highly sensitive data.   These rooms feature computer equipment
capable of storing and processing massive datasets.   One of the secure rooms even includes card access and has
fingerprint recognition in order to access the workstations.
The Social Science Research Center is always striving to create a secure environment for research.   Everyone at
the SSRC takes the security of the data that we use seriously during all stages of our research projects, from
planning to execution.

“Security at the Social Science Research
Center (SSRC) has always been more than just an
afterthought. From the beginning of the proposal or
grant writing process to the completion of the project,
security plays an integral role in each step of the way.”
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Showcase
Facilitation for Advanced
Collaborative Solutions
By: Lindsay Jones

Undergraduate Research Assistant (2003-2006), SSRC
Research Associate I (2008-2009), SSRC
The Social Science Research Center (SSRC) has a history of
incorporating new technology into the research of its scientists.  
In the 1990s, through an affiliation with NASA, the Decision
Support Laboratory was developed.   This lab incorporated
new group processes software from GroupSystems to expand
the productivity of these collaborating scientists.   The
GroupSystems software enhances facilitated meetings by
allowing meeting participants to interact through immediate,
and, if necessary, anonymous computer-based communication.
Photo courtesy of Lindsay Jones

While we are no longer collaborating with rocket scientists
at NASA, the researchers at the SSRC have found numerous
unique applications for the newly-named Facilitation for Advanced Collaborative Solutions (FACS).   The FACS
has recently adopted the most current version of the ThinkTank software by GroupSystems and, in collaboration
with the Center for Advanced Vehicular Systems, has secured the use of a fully-equipped digital classroom in
Canton, MS, and an on-site server for secure interactions.   Additionally, through the use of laptop computers,
the FACS can travel to any location with access to the Internet.   The Decision Support Laboratory’s technologies
continue to find a place in the work of the Center.  
The FACS offers unique capacity for interacting with communities.  While focus groups have been used for many
years as a method of understanding group perceptions of particular ideas, the introduction of the FACS provides
the ability to conduct many, far more productive, focus groups in the time that one might normally require.  In a
focus group of twenty individuals, a brainstorming session might require two hours for each individual to be
able to express their ideas about a particular topic.   Through the FACS’s technology, all twenty individuals can
simultaneously enter their perspectives, drastically expanding the breadth of the conversation.   Additionally, as a
result of our static laboratory in Canton and the mobile laboratory, it is possible to conduct a session in more than
one location as well as to conduct multiple sessions at a given point in time.  
The facilitation capabilities of the FACS allow SSRC researchers to reach out to communities at all levels.   Since
this system allows for anonymity during the group process, focus groups can be conducted with community leaders
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as well as members of the community whose opinions might normally be missed by traditional focus groups.  In
this way, community problems or conflict situations within communities can be raised to the attention of
researchers who, in turn, can make policy recommendations according to the findings of the FACS processes.  
Finally, the FACS allows for instantaneous processing of reports of group sessions, greatly expediting access to the
outcomes of a session.
The FACS is a fine example of the depth of research taking place at the Social Science Research Center, as we
continue to pursue new technologies that will ensure the most comprehensive research in the social sciences.

“The FACS is a fine example of the depth of
research taking place at the Social Science Research
Center, as we continue to pursue new technologies that
will ensure the most comprehensive research in the
social sciences.”
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Public Safety Data Lab
By: Sheena Gardner

Research Associate I, SSRC
M.S., Sociology, Mississippi State University
The Public Safety Data Lab (PSDL) began as a small idea. It
was initially created to store and analyze sensitive data
associated with the Mississippi Alcohol Safety Education
Program (MASEP) as well as driver’s records provided by
the Mississippi Office of Highway Safety. Public safety data
contains extremely sensitive information, and the PSDL is
designed to provide the utmost security.
Although the PSDL contains three online computers, all
sensitive information is held on off-line computers as well
as an off-line server with an enormous memory capacity. As
the planning process began, the functionality and capabilities
of the PSDL began to expand. Currently, the PSDL is
equipped to provide storage and statistical analysis for public safety issues for those working on these issues
within the SSRC.   We hope to one day be the source of public safety data for researchers across the state and
the nation.
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The Media Collaboration
Laboratory
By: Dr. Laura Richardson Walton, APR

Director, Media Collaboration Laboratory, SSRC
Assistant Professor, Department of Communication, MSU
The Media Collaboration Laboratory (MCL) was launched in
June 2009 after a partnership between the SSRC and the MSU
Department of Communication was developed. The goal of
the MCL is to utilize student knowledge and skills to promote
the work of the scientists at the SSRC. Traditional media such
as brochures, Web sites, news releases, and fact sheets are used
in conjunction with newer media technologies such as social
networking sites and podcasting to inform the public about
discoveries and initiatives being launched by the SSRC.
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The MCL features the latest technology and software available,
including four 24” iMac computers, Adobe Creative Suite 4 software, Final Cut Studio 2, and digital photography
and video equipment.
Since its opening, the MCL has been instrumental in the design and content of the SSRC’s new Web site, the
development of several new logos for SSRC projects, the coordination of email blasts for different initiatives, and
the creation of brochures for the FACS laboratory, the Delta Directions initiative, and the Public Safety Data
Laboratory. One of the most visible communication tools we use is the daily posts to the SSRC’s Facebook page
and Twitter account. The SSRC has nearly 600 Facebook “fans” and over 130 “followers” on the sites, respectively,
who receive daily information blasts.
Student interns at the MCL receive college credit for their internship by enrolling in CO 4990 Communication
Practicum, and I oversee their contributions.  I also work to coordinate efforts between the MCL and the various
research initiatives within the SSRC.

